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We ditched our packs and ran.

I set the pace. Not the headlong flight of a panicked idiot who’s been thrust into a dangerous situation - but a controlled jog, one hand resting lightly on the pommel of Shard as I scanned our environs and looked for the source of the howling.

Brielle ran by my side, a swiftly-moving crimson flame against the ashen countryside. She’d drawn her blade but not yet caused it to incandesce. 

We’d appeared in a wasteland, a ruined landscape, some kind of post-apocalyptic world utterly devoid of color. Even the sky seethed with ugly clouds, as if the horrors they gazed upon below caused them to endlessly recoil. 

Another howl rang out from our left, its source hidden from view by a swell of land too modest to be a hill. The beasts were closer than before. A pack was converging on us. 

The air was painfully dry and cold. My breath burned in my throat, but I fought the urge to put on speed. Whatever was tracking us would be faster. There was no sense in winding ourselves before the inevitable fight. I just hoped we’d find more advantageous terrain before we stopped and made our stand.

A tree line ranged along a ridge up ahead, the branches denuded of leaves, the boughs skeletal and frosted with ash. There was a subtle swell of land to my left, whereas the right descended toward a shallow plane whose distance was obscured by a haze. 

“The tree line,” I said. “C’mon. Put our backs to that ridge.”

A louder howl, this from behind, and I looked over my shoulder to see - a rhino? A massive bull? No. A black-skinned hound as large as a horse. Crimson eyes left trails in the air behind it like the taillights of cars at night. Its maw was capable of swallowing a basketball, and its body was devoid of hair leaving its musculature on full display as it raced after us.

My stomach clenched in instinctive fear, but I also felt some measure of relief to have finally seen our foes. Gray Mongrels.  I knew these beings. I’d killed one back on earth, when I’d first been pulled into this madness. 

More howls. 

“Down, to our right,” said Brielle, voice tight as she pointed down to the right with her blade. 

I saw a trio of Mongrels converging on us, speed increasing as they flanked us.

“Faster,” I said. I put on speed as I pumped my arms, pushing down on Shard’s pommel so that the scabbarded blade stuck out straight behind me like a stiff tail. My pulse pounded in my ears. My breath grew raw in my throat. Brittle grass crunched underfoot as if made from delicate, desiccated reeds. 

Bestial roars rang out from over the swell of land to the left, and three more Mongrels came into view, running along the summit, plumes of dust rising up where their claws churned the ground.

What I wouldn’t give for Imogen’s levenbolt right now. Valeria’s stalwart courage and lethality with her ax, or Neveah’s insane skills with her five-foot blade. 

But it was just Brielle and me, and  we would have to prevail.

The Mongrels were closing fast. Seven of them approached, gait ungainly; muscling their way forward like bulldogs, their hideous muscles giving them supernatural speed. 

“Faster!” I shouted. The ridge was only a hundred yards away. The stitch in my side was a hot poker shoved beneath my ribs, but I ignored it, sprinting into the cutting wind as the Mongrels swept in on both flanks, their grunting, slobbering pants growing louder by the second.

“Stand!” shouted Brielle. “Fight!”

“No!” My bark brooked no denial. Gone was the time when I’d have convinced myself someone like Brielle knew better. The five trials had taught me to trust my instincts. Moreover, considering some of the things I’d encountered - liches, hollow-headed girls, titanic humanoids made of writhing slugs - these Mongrels were scary, yes, but not terrifying.

I’d come a long way since Ruddock, Ohio.

With a cry, I tore ahead, the balls of my feet barely touching the ground as I leapt forward, chest spasming from exertion, and I sprinted with all I had. Brielle, fleeter of foot, raced to cover the last score of yards and turned, gasping for breath, to send a volley of flames scything over my head.

The heat of her magical attack baked the sweat that beaded my brow in an instant and then I was by her side as howls of pain rose from behind us. I staggered, nearly fell - my will might have grown more adamantine, but my physical conditioning still left much to be desired - and turned, finally tearing Shard from its scabbard.

Brielle’s attack seared a swath of flesh across one of the Mongrel’s shoulders, burning away the skin and leaving glistening, naked muscle and boiling sinew.

The Mongrels converged on us, a handful of them bunching their massive hind legs to leap, while the rest came in low, loudly baying to signal our imminent doom.

I clutched Shard with both hands and swiped at the air, pouring my will into a broad slash; its broad blade flared golden, a searing, unnatural light in this monochrome world, and a flash of power erupted, aimed slightly above the heads of our assailants, bisecting three of the Mongrels mid-leap.

They fell apart, their legs and stomachs slipping away from shoulders and heads in a terrible deluge of gore. Their barks ended briefly in piteous yelps.

Brielle once more unleashed her flame, so that a wall of roiling vermillion and orange snarled into being, a protective barrier through which the Mongrels ran. But not with impunity; sheer momentum carried them through, but the flames scarred and shriveled their faces, burst their eyes and torched their skin. 

Blinded though they were, the hellhounds lurched forward, five massive bodies with jaws agape. 

Instinct kicked in as Brielle and I leaped in opposite directions. I threw myself into a judo roll, tucking one shoulder as I’d done countless thousands of times at Sensei Rocco’s dojo, the effortless, fluid motion that caused my spine to lightly wheel over the ground and then I was up, on my feet and turning, Shard rising.

But the Mongrels were not so easily deterred.

The pale, roiling sky was blotted out as one leapt upon me - somehow it managed to pivot upon the spot, blinded as it was - and I only had time to scream out in defiance and horror as I raised Shard and fell beneath its weight.

My world became burned flesh, heaving muscle, talons, and fangs, which briefly convulsed as we crashed to the ground. Shard’s pommel slammed into a rock, held firm, and skewered the Mongrel.

The beast’s girth crushed me, expelling the air from my lungs. Its momentum carried it past me, and I wanted to just lie there, sucking at air that wouldn’t come.

I didn’t have that luxury. Nothing seemed broken. I swiped blindly at the air to drive back any encroaching Mongrels, then rolled over onto my side and up into a crouch.

Two on Brielle. Two stalking out around me so that I’d be flanked, huge bodies pressed low to the ashen ground, stubby tails whipping from side to side as they glared at me with their burning red eyes.

I rose, swaying as I climbed to my feet. Shard yet burned in my grip, and that light seemed to instill a form of respect if not fear into their monstrous hearts. 

My chest unlocked, and I gulped down a tremulous blast of air even as I whipped out my blade like a fly fisherman casting over a twilight lake. A flash of golden light crossed the distance between me and one of the Mongrels at the speed of thought, and the upper-left quadrant of its head fell away in a spray of bloody mist and grey matter.

But as fast as my attack had been, the remaining Mongrel was faster; it was upon me, crossing the ground with three great strides, and only luck allowed me to spin out of its direct path, the Mongrel clipping me with its bowling ball of a shoulder. I spun out like a top, Shard flying from my hand, and crashed back down onto the hard dirt.

No thought, no time to plan. I pulled my arms in and rolled desperately downhill, my eyes and mouth filling with ash. It landed just next to me, its snarl deep and clotted, and then a paw the size of a dinner plate pinned me to the ground, talons puncturing my lower back and finally drawing screams from my throat.

This was it, I was going to die, I was going to die - a rushing, roar of flames, and the Mongrel fell away, releasing me.

Despite the pain I scrambled up to all fours and over to Shard, which I dug from the brittle grass and raised, turning - to see that all the Mongrels were dead, each a dark hillock, slashed, burned, and deeply mutilated. 

Brielle stood gasping for breath only a few yards away, burning blade pointing at me still, eyes wide. We held each other’s gazes for a long, aching moment, both overwhelmed by the surfeit of violence and death into which we’d been plunged, and then I lowered Shard as she lowered her own blade and I let out a deep, shaking exhalation.

“Welcome to Ghogiel,” I said, trying sarcasm and failing. “Holy crap.”

She fell into a crouch, her movements liquid, those of a dancer, and rested both hands on the cross guard of her blade. “Ghogiel.” The word said with a mixture of dread and wonder. “We’re actually here.”

With a grunt, I forced myself to stand. I rested Shard over my shoulder and slowly scanned the landscape about us once more. It was nothing if not bleak. Everything seemed to have died. The trees, the grass, the undergrowth. Sapped of color, of vibrancy. I spat, trying to clear the paste that the ash had formed in my mouth, but didn’t have enough spit to pull it off.

“I can’t even tell the time of day,” I said, looking up at the bone-colored sky. “Afternoon? Morning?”

“Afternoon,” said Brielle, but she didn’t sound certain.

“Let’s head back for our packs,” I said. They were barely visible in the near distance.

“And then?”

“I don’t know,” I said. My heart was still hammering. It hurt to inhale. It took me three attempts to sheath Shard. “One thing at a time, I guess. And no, I still can’t sense the others.”

Imogen. Valeria. Neveah. Emma. They’d all dove into the portal to Ghogiel before Brielle and me, but the lich’s attack at the last had disrupted everything; we’d no assurances they were even in this world. I felt a deep ache of longing for their company: Valeria’s steadfastness and strength, Imogen’s wry wit and penetrating insight, Neveah’s tenacious will and comforting lethality - and Emma. The thought of Emma out here alone was enough to fill me with dread. 

We marched back to our packs in grim silence. Brielle gathered her mane of hair behind her head and tied it off in a thick ponytail. The grass crunched beneath our feet, and a lonesome wind blew a dirge as it swirled by, drawing fine eddies of dust into the air. 

I crouched by my pack and righted it. Pulled open a side flap to draw my water bottle. The water was cool and had a mineral tang; I swished it around my mouth and spat with relief before taking a swig.

“Careful,” said Brielle, crouching by her bag, her tone curt. “We’ll not be finding much potable water out here.”

“I’ve two water bottles,” I said. “You?”

“The same. Enough to last us a couple of days if we take but sips and don’t exert ourselves.”

We stared at each other over our respective packs, the obvious follow-up question hanging in the air between us. It was a hard, brutal reality: we’d have to make finding water our priority.

“Food,” I said, digging through my neatly organized pack. Valeria had arranged everything with exacting orderliness. “Enough for a week, right?”

“If we eat like peasants,” said Brielle, clearly reining in a sigh. “But we won’t be able to cook the grains like we’d planned, because we can’t waste the water, which means we can’t eat at least half of our food.”

An ugly feeling rose up within me, and I gazed around the inimical landscape once more. “Great. Should we carve up the Mongrels, then? Take steaks?”

Brielle gazed at me with pitying disdain. “No. Their meat is tainted. You’d only poison yourself. Everyone knows that.”

I clamped my jaw shut so that I couldn’t let a retort slip. It was just Brielle and I out here. I had to make this work. I had to keep us together. Following her lead into bickering and snide comments would only weaken us further. 

“Good to know.” I rose and hefted my pack up onto my shoulder. “Then let’s get going while there’s still some light in the sky. Find some high ground to survey the land from.”

“All right,” she said and did the same. 

I led the way back to the Mongrels. Their bodies were already covered in a fine layer of ash, graying out their black hides and dulling the shocking crimson of their blood across the ground. Up the ridge, we found an oblique ramp of rock, which I climbed until I gained the top and entered the tree line.

It was eerie. The trees were doddering old men, battered by the wind until they swayed to-and-fro. Creaks and snaps, and the first crashing roar as a massive limb came toppling down and caused me to leap and spin in place, half drawing Shard until Brielle’s obvious amusement caused me to freeze.

“Better safe than sorry,” I muttered.

“Oh, most definitely,” she said. “Go attack that fallen tree branch. I feel safer already.”

I resisted the urge to flick her off and instead turned to keep climbing. The next crash only caused me to flinch, and from then on, I was able to ignore the shattering, shocking sounds with aplomb.

An hour later we reached the top of the hill, and there followed its ridge to the highest point where dirt receded from a bald patch of bare rock, strong winds whipping about so that I hunched my shoulders and shielded my eyes from their stinging blast.

Up I went, balancing precariously along the raw rocky edges till I reached the very highest point. The wind leeched the warmth right out from under my cloak and clothing, so that I stood there shivering and gazed out over the land.

Dusk was falling, the clouds growing dim and dark off to our far left, while some lingering light caused the horizon to our right to glow. Clouds pressed down low overhead, and the forested slope of the large hill on which we stood spread out down before us, a smooth declivity that gave way to steep valleys before opening up into a vast bowl ringed with similar hills that stretched toward the horizon. Much of the bowl below had been cindered by some vast fire long ago, but beyond it - perhaps three days march - stood what I thought might be a city.

“There,” I said, pointing and leaning in close so that the wind wouldn’t steal my words. “See that?”

“A town,” agreed Brielle, shielding her eyes. 

We studied it greedily. Looking for some sign of habitation. Movement. Anything.

No lights. We were perhaps too far away to see movement, or so I wanted to believe. Hope guttered in my chest, and with effort I blew on it to keep it alive. 

“There,” said Brielle, pointing out wide. “See that line that runs along the foothills? Around the plain below? A road, perhaps.”

I studied the lower slopes and thought I saw what she meant - an unnatural slice, thin and barely visible, a thread-like trail that hugged the hills until fading from sight as it made toward the distant city.

“It will take longer to follow that,” I said. “Quicker to cut across the plain.”

“We won’t find any food or water down there,” said Brielle. “Just coals and ash. We should stick to the hills. Might find shelter at night, or streams.”

I pondered our quandary. The hill road would add a few extra days of travel; however, Brielle was right - heading straight down and across that great burned plain would leave us exposed and without hopes of sustenance. 

What was the best decision? The quick, direct path to the distant city in the hopes of finding succor, or the longer, safer path?

I sank back down into a crouch, chin resting on my interlaced fingers. I could sense Brielle’s impatience, but she could wait. 

Closing my eyes, I reached out for my other companions. I still wasn’t quite sure how this bond worked. What fueled it, other than physical intimacy that resulted in orgasm. Crazy as that sounded, Imogen had explained to me that that commingling of our essence was the purest way to bond. I’d not be able to sense Neveah, but Imogen, Valeria, and Emma should technically be out there and discoverable.

I frowned as I pushed my senses outward. Focused on Valeria. We’d fucked several times, and when we’d gathered around Shalarra’s table during the ritual, the golden cord between Valeria and I had been the thickest.

I pictured her. Golden and brave, muscled like an Amazon and armed with her trusty ax over one broad shoulder. I thought of her loyalty, her goodness, even of her mysterious past, that source of pain and insecurity that I’d yet to understand. 

Valeria, I thought, pushing the name out there like a desperate cry.

Listened, and heard nothing in response. 

Something about my vantage point - my view over the land, the height and distance at which I’d felt myself strain - made this failure more crushing than the first lack of response. Some part of me had been sure I’d sense a distant tugging, a feeble call back, a sense no matter how weak that Valeria was out there, somewhere.

No.

Nothing.

Had she died? Not ended up in Ghogiel?

“Noah? This isn’t a good place to fall asleep.”

I bolted to my feet and spun to face Brielle, anger and fear and frustration all boiling to the surface. I was taller than her, but barely, and she had enough imperious arrogance to go toe to toe with me without blinking.

“Listen the fuck up,” I said. “We’re out here in hell, with nobody else to count on but each other. And while I know I’m your last fucking choice when it comes to Saviors, you’re near the bottom of my list of aggravating, self-serving, and irascible women with whom I’d want to be stuck. Why don’t you try working with me, huh? Why don’t you bite back your delightfully witty comments and put some energy into making sure we don’t die out here? I swear, you hold your tongue, I’ll hold mine, and maybe - just maybe - you can go back to insulting me whenever you’re in need of amusement once we find the others.”

I was breathing heavily by the time I was done; my voice having raised to nearly a shout. I took a deep breath, fought for control, and then grimaced at her. “What do you think? Can you do that for me, Brielle? For just a couple of days?”

She crossed her arms and stood straighter, causing her leather armor to creak as she arched an eyebrow and raised her chin. If I’d forgotten for even a moment that she was literal royalty, I was reminded of it now. Her crackling displeasure was almost tangible, her cold fury a force that pressed down on my shoulders, making me want to kneel, to lower my head, to apologize.

Maybe the old Noah would have done that. Would have blushed and stammered an apology, qualifying his words and explaining how he was on edge and how he didn’t mean to insult her and was just trying to stay alive.

Fuck that. I’d come through too much, suffered too much, lost too much to give an inch. So, I stared right back at her, and waited.

Which, I saw, wasn’t what she’d expected. The moment stretched out between us, and finally she snorted and looked away, a lock of red hair falling across her face.

“I can be gracious with my social inferiors when circumstances require it,” she said, voice still tight with displeasure. “Very well, Noah. I’ll refrain from pointing out the truth moving forward.” She looked back at me, eyes flashing with anger. “But if my silence gets us killed, that’s on your head.”

And with that she hefted her pack and began making her way down the side of the rocky hilltop.

“Seriously?” I stared after her, shaking my head. “Seriously? You’re going to give me the silent treatment till I apologize for telling you to stop insulting me?”

She didn’t look back, slid down a smooth rock face, caught her balance neatly, and walked along an oblique ridge of dirt and ashen grass down toward the next ridge. 

“Fuck me,” I groaned, running my hands through my hair. I blew out my cheeks and gazed at the distant city. Dusk was still creeping across the land, but no lights had come on in those towers. It’s dead, a voice whispered from the depths of my mind. Everything here is dead. And soon you’ll be dead too.


Chapter 2

 

 

 

Brielle didn’t talk to me for the rest of the afternoon and well into the evening. Several times tried to strike up a conversation, but her silence was pointed and chilling. After the third attempt I gave up, and simply stared angrily at her pack, ruing the cosmic injustice that had left me stranded in Ghogiel with the most insufferably immature woman in the universe.

Halfway down the hill, I decided we’d strike out for the road that circled the plain so that when Brielle cut right to follow an old animal track that wound its way over the lower shoulders of stone and down into the steep valleys, I remained quiet. There was no harm in letting her think she’d made the choice. Perhaps it would even cheer her up. 

It didn’t.

We walked in silence for hours, and Ghogiel remained silent but for the whispering wind. A silence that ached. The bone-bare trees around us were devoid of bird song. Nothing rustled in the undergrowth. Our footsteps crunched audibly as we went, crushing anything and everything we stepped on, reducing pinecones, branches, and tufts of grass to cracked ashes. 

Down into shadowy vales we went, Brielle following the deer trail for as long as she could before abandoning it and making her way through the forest proper, always keeping the plain down below on our left, striking out for the road where we’d last seen it.

The shadows grew velvety, the ashen world around us losing definition so that soon trees blended with shadows and I could barely make out the sky between the bare, rising tree trunks. Down into steep vales we climbed, then almost immediately right back up, grabbing slender trees that tipped over as often as took our weight. The dirt beneath our boots fine as silt. Up to the top of a minor ridge, then back down, pausing only to catch our breath and seek some sign of the road.

The shadows lengthened, merged, and soon we were walking slowly through the twilight proper, Brielle but a smudge ahead of me. My legs were leaden with exhaustion, and I was tempted to draw Shard for its illumination, but dared not risk drawing the eyes that would spot us from afar. The temperature began to drop, reducing a chilly day to an ever-colder night, and when we passed a grotto I stopped, hands on my hips, and called out to Brielle.

“Hey, we should stop for the night. Soon we’ll be tripping over our feet. This is as good a place as any.”

She stopped, and for a moment I thought she wouldn’t turn around, might go find her own camping spot, but I was mistaken. She wheeled around and came back, unshouldering her pack and dropping it just within the grotto’s mouth. 

Talk about awkward. Brielle was sublimely at ease with the protracted silence, but I wanted to talk, wanted to discuss what had happened, to speculate on what tomorrow might bring, to take comfort in conversation. 

I knew though that was just what she was waiting for and resolved not to give her a chance to snub me again. 

We drew our blankets out, wrapped ourselves in them, and while Brielle sat to dig into her pack I ventured into the small cave entrance, hoping for a little depth, a turn perhaps to shield us from the outside world but was disappointed. It was little more than an indentation in the hillside, enough to get out of the rain but little more.

Hugging myself against the chill I sat by my pack and dug out some rations. My fingers were stiff with cold, and I wished I’d packed gloves. Eating was distraction enough for about fifteen minutes, and I chewed the large honeyed bar of nuts and oatmeal with relish. I paused, examining my water canteen, and then tipped enough to wash dinner down into my mouth.

I could easily have eaten three times as much and drained my water bottle dry but forced myself to stop there. We’d seen no sign of a stream all evening, no sign of life at all. My thoughts shied away from the possibility that we’d starve to death, or simply pass away from dehydration. How long could you go without water? Four days? Five? Or was it much worse, something like three? Or perhaps you could last for a week, but be unable to walk or function after a few days, leaving you to lie there, parched and weak, watching day turn into night as you prayed for rain?

I looked up, about to ask Brielle, but she was gazing out through the shadowed trees in the direction of the plain, slowly chewing the last of her bar. Something in her expression, barely visible as it was in the gloom, arrested my thoughtless question; I saw exhaustion there, and something I might have called sorrow, laced with fear. 

She sensed my attention after a moment and turned to look at me, frowning as she scrunched up the linen cloth in which her bar had been wrapped. I could sense her daring me to speak. To set myself up for embarrassment once more. 

And if I’d not seen that look, had not gotten that sense of her being lost and alone, I might very well have kept my mouth shut.

“How are you doing?” I asked, voice low.

“How am I doing?” Rich amusement. “Can I answer honestly, or must I still tiptoe around your precious feelings?”

“Honesty is fine.”

“I’m doing wonderfully, thank you.” Her voice acid washed with disdain. “I’m trapped in one of the Qlipothic realms with precious little food and even less water, I’m sore and cold, and what hope I might have had entering this venture is rapidly dwindling to nothing. The best part of it all is that I’m trapped here with you, our conquering Savior, a man so inexperienced and ignorant to the ways of the universe that you might as well be a babe in swaddling.”

I fought for control. “That’s a little unfair -”

“You were about to eat Mongrel meat,” she said. 

I exhaled and stared up at the night sky. Give me patience. Whatever force is watching over us, just… give me patience.

“True. And I count myself lucky that you’re here to stop me from doing such things.” Gods that was hard to say. And then stopped. How could I reach her? Bypass her cynicism and defenses to speak with that sorrowful girl I’d just caught a glimpse of? Her face was a pale smear in the dark, and I realized with a pang of resignation that I probably couldn’t. Couldn’t get her to confide in me. That speaking with her automatically raised those mirrored walls.

That very realization made me even more tired. 

“I’m sorry for shouting at you earlier,” I said, surprising myself. Was I sorry? Sure. Why not? It had felt good but hadn’t exactly been a leadership moment. “I’m sorry we’re lost in Ghogiel. I’m sorry we don’t have more food and water. I’m…” I took in the shallow cave, the pale trees rising above us, the blank, dark void of a vista that now hid the plain from our site. “I’m just sorry. And if you’re mad at me I understand. I never thought myself the best candidate for Savior.”

The silence that followed my words was so dense, so palpable that I felt it as a cloying presence around me. This world was unnaturally still, such that if I strained I was sure I would be able to hear our heartbeats.

“You don’t have to apologize that much,” said Brielle at last, voice subdued. Surprisingly she’d taken no pleasure from my apologies. 

“And thank you,” I said. 

She shifted, easing herself down so that she lay curled up against her pack. Voice wary. “For what?”

“Back in the tower. At the very end. Everyone else jumped through the portal, and I was about to do the same when that whip of fire caught me by the ankle. Started to pull me back.” Just speaking those words, summoning that memory was enough to cause my heart to race. I closed my hands into fists then relaxed them. “You cut the whip. You helped me stand. Without you, I’d never have made it here.”

She snorted but sounded pleased. “I am technically one of your companions. It’s technically my sacred duty to ensure you don’t die and ruin everything for everyone. So no thanks are necessary.”

I went to speak but she cut in.

“But I’ll take them regardless. You’re welcome, oh great Savior.”

“You just don’t stop, do you?”

“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.”

I propped my pack up against the wall and half slid down it as she had done, pulling my woolen blanket tightly around me. The cold was piercing, and I would have killed for a fire. Still, the thought of a flickering beacon calling in every Grey Mongrel for miles around wasn’t exactly alluring.

We lay in silence for a while - five minutes, perhaps ten? I could tell she wasn’t asleep. Her breathing was too silent. Despite being exhausted and sore I was wide awake. I gazed out into the endless dark that lay over the land below, trying to make out something, anything that might indicate life. A fleck of light. A sound carried on the breeze. 

Nothing.

“How was Ghogiel conquered?” I asked. “I haven’t seen any signs of armies.”

“It’s complicated,” said Brielle. “I don’t claim to understand half of it. But Lilith wages her battles on many different planes. The physical being but one. Armies alone could never conquer a sphere. It takes spiritual corruption.”

I tried to imagine. “So she sent in… people like Taniel? To corrupt the locals?”

Brielle sighed. “Yes. But again, no. Ghogiel isn’t just a place. It’s… the corrupted version of an ideal, a universal expression of the Source. Of Chokmah, which is the beginning of perception and reality, the overflowing vitality of the universe in its unknowable form. Ghogiel, on the other hand, is the opposite of this creative font. It is all about blocking, inhibiting, hindering. Nothing can flourish in Ghogiel, nothing can grow, nothing can… I don’t know, be.”

I tried to wrap my head around all this. Perhaps I was too tired. Too numb from the cold and the violence I’d been through. I felt like the wisdom in Brielle’s words were slipping through my fingers like grains of sand. “So what are you saying?”

“What I’m saying,” said Brielle in exasperation, “is that you can’t affect such deep philosophical changes with an army. Even with people like Taniel. It has to take place on far deeper, spiritual levels, where symbols hold true power, where Lilith duels with…” I sensed her waving her hand. “The nature of reality, of the universe.”

I rested my head back against my pack. “How the hell are we supposed to fight her then if she can operate on those levels?”

“I don’t know,” said Brielle, and like that the frustration was gone from her voice. “Nobody does. That’s probably why the previous saviors all failed.”

“Great,” I said. “As if Ghogiel wasn’t depressing enough.”

We subsided into silence. The cold slipped through my woolen blanket and I had to fight the urge to shiver. The stone ground was numbing my ass. It was going to be a wretched night. 

“I’m sure Imogen can explain it to you better,” said Brielle at last.

“Not sure if I’ll understand,” I said. “But for now, all we have to do is find the others and get out of Ghogiel into the next sphere. One step closer to Lilith.”

She didn’t bother to respond and may have fallen asleep. I lay there, hugging myself tight, and eventually the low clouds grew luminous, as if a moon were just above them, lambent and silver but unable to be seen. My ears strained from listening. The silence was so unnatural that I kept trying to hear something, anything. Brielle curled into a ball and fell asleep. I resolved to stay awake, to keep watch, and ensure no Grey Mongrel happened upon us while we slept.

For what felt like hours I sat frozen against my pack. Images and memories replayed in the dark fastness of my mind. My first trial by Valeria’s side, the goblins approaching me, rusted blades in hand and confident that they could kill me. Imogen’s vast, ruined library. Neveah chained to that horrific wall in her cell. Emma standing in the balcony of my private room, gazing out over the clouds. Brielle. Heaving beneath me as I fucked her on that altar in the fourth trial, as the smoke clouded my judgment, as the eyes of the spectators goaded me on, my cock between her large, freckled breasts, her eyes wide as she gazed up at me. 

I shifted, cock growing hard despite the cold. Tried to think of something else. Shalarra’s betrayal -

But no. The memory came back. My hand reaching into her crimson hair, grabbing a fistful and turning her head around cruelly so I could kiss her, all the while I thrust into her pussy, the white light brilliant around us, Brielle’s cries of pleasure rising, rising -

I muttered a curse and shifted over onto my side. 

Imogen’s voice came back to me: “Yes. Lilith corrupts. Spectacularly, as in Taniel and Belerus’ case, but also subtly. As I said, I believe the smoke we breathed within the trial was psychotropic. The celebrants were purposefully breathing it in to unleash their passions, but we were unwillingly subjected to it as well.”

“So the smoke is what made me act that way?” I’d asked.

“Not quite. The smoke let slip the shackles of your self-control. The restraints of your better self. If anything, the smoke allowed your base instincts to move to the fore.”

I stared intently out into the darkness. 

“Oh.” I heard my own voice once more. “So that was me.”

“A part of you,” Imogen had replied. “An element without its balancing opposites. You are not solely that, but it is crucial that you recognize these darker sides to your soul. Over the course of our quest, those darker aspects of yourself will be tested again and again. Your ability to resist turning into a dark reflection of yourself will depend on the depth of your self-understanding, and your companions who will remind you who you seek to be.”

Another image. Brielle on the altar after she’d come. Her eyes closed, her body gleaming with sweat, her stomach fluttering with each orgasm, my cock buried deep in her thatch of red hair.

Again, I felt a dull ache of desire. I was so cold. It would make sense to call her over. To share our warmth. I scowled. Who was I kidding? I didn’t feel this way toward Valeria, toward Emma or Imogen. Didn’t want to… what exactly? Conquer them? Make them come so as to exert some form of… mastery? 

Damn, my feelings toward Brielle were fucked up. 

Again, I shifted my position. Crossed my arms tightly, and thought of my other companions, out there somewhere in the dark. 

Wherever you are, I thought. I hope you’re safe. That you’re warm. That you’re not suffering.

 

* * *

 

We woke with the dawn light, sipped water, stretched, and head out with our food in hand. I’d fallen asleep at some point, fully intending to wake Brielle before I did so, but nothing had disturbed our fitful rest. I felt worn out, my eyes grainy, and my ribs ached deeply from where the Grey Mongrel had crashed down atop me the day before.

In the steely dawn light, the naked trees stood rachitic and mute, and we both paused with relish when we finally reached a rocky promontory that broke through the tree line and gave us a view of the plain below and the hills to our sides. We both craned our necks and it was with our first real emotion of that day that we saw the road, only perhaps a mile away now, visible for the break in the trees that followed its path even if its own surface was hidden from view.

“Nothing down below,” I said, sitting on a worn crag to finish the last of my carefully paced breakfast. “Didn’t see any lights in that city either.”

“Maybe they’ve gone to ground,” said Brielle, though I could tell she didn’t believe her own words. “Maybe they’re there but hiding. From the forces of Lilith that are looking for them, just like we are.”

“Maybe,” I said.

Half an hour later we finally stumbled down a steep bank of crackly leaves to stagger out onto the road itself. It was smoothly paved and hidden under an inch of dust; immediately we left stark footprints in our wake.

“That going to be a problem?” I asked, turning to survey our trail.

“Nothing we can do about it,” said Brielle. “Unless we follow the road along the tree line.”

The very thought made me want to groan. How smooth and appealing the road seemed to be - and more than that, an artifact of humanity, a reminder that we weren’t completely lost in a barren and lifeless world.

“There are no tracks besides ours,” I said, sighting down the road to where it curved out of sight, flanked as it was on both sides by high, dead trees. “Odds of anybody finding our tracks within the next few days are slim.”

Brielle bit her full lower lip and nodded. “And we’ll make better time, I suppose.”

“Much better time. And who knows? Maybe we’ll come across someone or someplace that can tell us a little more about what we’re up against.”

We shouldered our packs and marched along the road. It curved continuously like a great serpent so that we could never see further along than a couple of hundred yards, hugging the hillsides and remaining level with the plain below. It would have been a dream to drive, and it was easy to imagine all the dead trees in fall foliage, the sunlight spearing through the canopy, the great green fields below…

We walked in companionable silence. It was a relief to finally have a smooth, hard surface underfoot after stumbling on the fine, silty soil beneath the trees. We made good time, but I caught myself taking sips of my water bottle with dangerous frequency and forced myself to stop.

“How much water you got left?” I asked.

“Two-thirds of my first bottle. You?”

I gave mine a shake. “Half. I feel like I haven’t had any.”

“Slow down,” she said. “I refuse to drag you if you collapse from dehydration first.”

Around midday, we found our first stream. It poured down between a jumble of rocks above us on the slope, its splashings and gurglings the stuff of dreams. I ran forward, letting out a cry of delight, only to slow and stop as I reached the small waterfall that cascaded three yards down to a fractured pool amidst rocks covered in dead lichen, and from there flow along a channel carved obliquely in the road over which a small footbridge passed.

The water was a slurry of ashes, almost milky-white, and I didn’t even bother crouching beside it. From the size of the rocks and the width of the channel, the stream had obviously once been a more sizeable river; now it was but a few hands wide, fast and mercurial.

“Well, shit,” I said, staring down at the ashen water.

“Don’t know why we thought it would be otherwise,” said Brielle, voice stony. “Anything flowing here’s going to pick up ash.”

“Damn it.” I wanted to kick something, but didn’t want to look petulant before her. “How the hell… never mind. Let’s just keep going.”

But it was hard to master my disappointment. If anything, my throat and mouth felt even more desiccated for having seen the stream. I allowed myself a tiny sip, but that wasn’t enough to even swallow.

We sheltered under an overhang at some point in the late afternoon, putting up our feet and munching on some more of our rations. Neither of us spoke. Fitfully, as I’d been doing all day, I reached out, tried to sense the others. Felt nothing and chose not to tell Brielle.

The woods were monotonous in their stark nudity, endless straight trunks of pale white rising up to finally explode into branches from which little more than the occasional dead leaf hung. Occasionally, we passed by entire valley sides that were charred to blackened dust so that we were the only pale motes that moved across their great, cracked expanses.

As dusk began to fall I felt a growing sense of panic. A certainty that the city toward which we were traveling was empty. That there was nothing left alive in all of Ghogiel besides the occasional servant of Lilith. That we were doomed to march through this pale netherworld for a few days more until we toppled over, killed by nothing so mundane as thirst and despair.

That night we chose our campsite with far greater care, stopping early to take advantage of a small crevasse in whose base we could dare to light a fire and where we would be shielded from the biting winds. We spent half an hour gathering crumbling branches and when we had enough fuel to last us the night, we gathered beside the small pyramid of kindling and branches like two devotees at a newfound altar and Brielle watched with fierce fixation as I struck a match along the side of the box and then cupped the precious flame between my hands and touched it to the wood fragments.

They burned with surprising speed, flaring up as if chemically treated, a blue flame rising quickly, almost invisibly to consume the kindling. Working together we carefully piled larger branches atop the nascent fire, each of which went up in blue fire with great ease. 

“We’re going to need a lot more branches,” I said, sitting back on my heels and finally enjoying a modicum of warmth. The fire crackled and spat, beautiful in its ethereal and otherworldly azure brilliance. 

“Go ahead,” said Brielle distractedly. “I’ll wait for you here.”

I scowled at her then forced myself to rise and climb out of the crevasse and back into the woods. Her tone had rankled me; the casual, easy tone of a noblewoman giving an order to a servant. I gathered armful after armful of thick logs, dragging the larger back to our camp, and dropped them down to the floor below where they cracked and broke apart.

I stood at the crevasse edge for a moment, casting around, some thought of finding bracken or leaves or something on which to lie filling my mind, but nothing looked apposite. Instead, I climbed down, wincing as my sore legs nearly gave way, and finally dropped to the narrow crack at the bottom and set to arranging the logs in a large pile beside the fire.

Brielle remained immobile. She sat, hands extended to the flames, gazing deep into their sapphire depths.

“You all right?” I asked when I finally sat beside her.

“The kings of my line have always sat on the Burning Throne,” she said, expression distant. “King Jaran, my great, great grandfather, claimed the Throne when it was contested, rescuing the principles of the Crown from chaos and tyranny. It wasn’t called the Burning Throne, then; the previous bloodline called it the Glass Throne. But when Jaran sat on the throne, it burst into blue fire. The Long Court is said to have simultaneously burst into screams, as the legions of my great, great grandfather’s faithful shouted in terror. But King Jaran sat unburned on the Throne, and that’s when he was vouchsafed his vision from the Source, which led to his reaching out to Bastion with the help of the Wandering Magus.”

I didn’t know what to say. Going ‘oh’ or ‘wow’ seemed trite. So I kept my trap shut and waited, watching the flames.

“The people believe that each Islandis king that has sat on the throne since Jaran has been shown that same vision. I believed it growing up. But my father told me just before he left as a companion with his savior that he saw nothing when he first sat on the throne. And that his father, in turn, saw nothing as well.”

I glanced at Brielle. She was staring deep into the blue flames. “Nothing?”

She shook her head with an almost dreamy detachment. “Of course, this was never shared with our people. We sacrificed so much to support Bastion. To tell them that we were doing so out of faith in Jaran’s original vision…” She trailed off. Bit her lower lip and frowned. 

“What?”

“Sometimes I wonder. If Jaran even had a vision himself. Or if it wasn’t all some kind of ploy to justify supporting Bastion. Whether my line is truly blessed by the Source. Whether this hasn’t all been a charade all along, orchestrated by the Wandering Magus.”

I studied her profile. It felt as if she weren’t even aware of my presence. As if she were ruminating out loud.

“This Wandering Magus,” I said. “He’s… a good guy?”

“Good guy?” Brielle snorted and sat up straight. “Seriously, Noah? Are you still looking at the world through the lens of a seven-year-old?”

I scowled. “C’mon. Lilith is clearly evil, right? The Saviors are good? As are their companions? So there’s good and evil in the universe. It’s not farfetched to ask if this Magus dude is on our side.”

Brielle sighed and fetched a branch which she tossed on the dwindling flames. “Is Shalarra good? She’s ruled Bastion for over two decades. Some might say she ruled well. Originally, I thought so. I remember being awed by her when I first arrived, five years ago. But now? Knowing what we know? Master Grunwin, the head librarian? General Alexios, for executing Shalarra’s flawed commands? Was my father, may the Source bless his soul, doing the right thing when he lied to our people and pushed them to the breaking point so that children died of starvation while we sent resources to Bastion to feed its armies?”

“Well, no,” I said, struggling to keep up. “There’s clearly normal people involved - a mix of good and evil, sure. But if this Magus guy orchestrated support for Bastion, then he’s clearly working against Lilith, right?”

Brielle sighed. “Yes, you would think. I always thought so. So I was taught. But I remember whispering with my brother that night when we first learned the truth from my mother. And we wondered if Jaran had been in charge or been a tool of the Magus. If my entire line hadn’t danced to the Magus’ manipulations. If my brother and I weren’t destined to do the same.”

“But if it’s all geared toward helping Bastion, toward defeating Lilith, then…?”

Brielle looked at me pityingly. “Yes, Noah. Then of course the Magus is pure of heart, the ends always justify the means, and anything and everything is permissible as long as the person giving the orders believes himself righteous. 

I didn’t know what to say to that. Or, more accurately, I kind of wanted to say that yeah, with the fate of the universe on the line, then anything was permissible…? But I thought of Shalarra, thinking the same thoughts, ordering me arrested and given unto Taniel’s care.

And I stayed quiet.

Finally, Brielle sighed and threw another branch on the fire, causing the fire-thinned logs to collapse upon each other in a welter of glowing white sparks. “Forget it. I don’t know why I brought it up. Just my past. The history of a destroyed world.”

“I’d say something encouraging, but it would just piss you off,” I said, reclining on my pack and extending my legs out before me with a wince. I laced my hands behind my head and gazed up at the dark nullity of a sky. “Sometimes I think you say these things just to encourage nice comments you can then cut down.”

Brielle snorted. “You’ve grown wise in your old age, Noah.”

“Yeah, that’s me. Wise as a button.”

“That a saying where you’re from? Wise as a button?”

“No,” I said, after a moment where I contemplated lying to her. “I just said it.”

“Sounds like you, then,” she said, curling up against her pack.

Together we watched the blue flames, their cores dancing with ethereal white. The warmth was a blessing. I’d been cold for only a couple of days, but the cold had leached into my bones and only now did I feel myself thawing out. 

I tilted my water bottle up, higher and higher until at last some precious liquid flowed into my dry mouth. Too little, and then the bottle was finished.

I lowered it to my lap and studied it. Half my water was already gone. I could feel Brielle’s gaze upon me. I didn’t meet it. Didn’t want to show the fear that had gripped me for a moment. Carefully, I stoppered the bottle back up, and lay it next to me. 

My stomach growled.

“Camping sucks,” I said. 

Brielle laughed huskily. “I’ve never done this before. The few times I went camping back home it involved over fifty servants, courtiers, guards, and usually my father’s seneschal. Pavilions would be erected, minstrels would play plaintive music, and cooks would roast entire boars from that day’s hunt over the myriad fires. I’d sit on a cloth throne, garbed in pearls and finery, bored and wishing I could go over to the servant’s fires where they danced and drank.”

“So what I said, then.” I took up a twig and snapped it easily in two. “Camping sucks.”

“Camping sucks,” she said and smiled.

The fire died down. The world darkened. We watched it do so in companionable silence, until a lonesome howl pierced the stillness, causing us both to sit up and scrabble for our blades.

“Close?” I asked.

“Not very,” she said. “That way?”

I nodded and strained to listen. That aching silence came flooding back like congealing honey, embalming us, locking us in place. For long minutes we sat still, and then only by slow degrees did we relax back down onto our packs.

“How many days till we reach the city?” whispered Brielle.

“It didn’t look much closer,” I said. “We’ll make better time now that we’re on the road.”

“I hope there’s someone in that city,” said Brielle, voice so soft I could barely hear it. 

“There will be,” I said, and immediately regretted the lie.

 


Chapter 3

 


 

We passed a hamlet on our fourth day. It appeared like a ghost from out of the trees, a cleared space where walls and a few narrow streets seemed to grow right up from the hillside. Brielle and I stopped, not reacting, simply staring at the silent abandonment.

Without a word we left the road and walked into the tiny village. Everything was dusted white with ash. There had to be a dozen buildings, all told, gathered loosely together along a trail that descended the hillside in a series of sharp switchbacks. No tracks in the ash. We paused and stared into doorways, trying to make something out in the gloomy interiors. Moved from house to house, not speaking, turning occasionally to stare back down the trail toward the road.

“Nothing,” I said when we reached the last home, highest up the hill and slightly larger than the others. 

“No bodies, either,” said Brielle. “Maybe they left when Chokmah fell.”

“Maybe.”

I led the way inside. The air was musty and still. Enough light filtered in through the gaping windows that I could make out the sparse furniture. Benches along the walls. One corner an open kitchen. Hammocks hanging from the rafters. The floor packed dirt. Sheaves of old herbs hanging in garlanded loops. 

I drifted into the kitchen and poked around. The place had been stripped clean. Nothing on the shelves. My heart leaped when I opened the oven door and saw the badly charred baby inside, falling back in a panic to land on my ass. 

Brielle stepped passed me, face grim, and peered into the oven, only to draw out the doll. I let out a ragged breath of relief and then accepted her hand so she could haul me to my feet as she tossed the doll aside.

A few minutes later we stepped outside, having found nothing worth salvaging. We made our way back down to the road, checking every house. Whoever had lived here had taken everything of worth with them when they’d left. We gained the road and stood there, looking up at the hollowed-out buildings.

“We’re not thinking,” I said. “They had to have a source of water. A well, since I didn’t see a stream.”

“Right,” said Brielle, and we climbed back up, searching now with a purpose until we found a covered well. A wooden lid had been fit snugly in place, and this I tugged off and set aside. 

The winch was rusted and jammed, but after ten minutes we managed to get it working. The rope was old and frayed, but it held as I worked the lever, round and round, hauling the bucket up. 

Neither of us dared meet each other’s eyes. Neither of us spoke. The bucket seemed to take forever to rise, and when it did it was clearly free of ash, the water black and choppy within the great bucket.

Brielle hauled it onto the well’s rim, and we crowded around it, about to dunk our hands in when I grabbed her arm.

“Wait,” I said. 

Something was stirring at the bottom of the bucket.

Holding my breath, I tipped the bucket over onto its side. Clear water poured out onto the ground, and with it a badly decomposed hand, the flesh pale and fibrous, the sinews and bones clearly showing through.

We stared at it, then both looked down the well. 

“What the fuck,” I said, not meaning it as a question.

We stared down as if the darkness might render its secrets of its own volition. 

“Do we really want to know?” asked Brielle.

“What’s down there?” For some reason, I’d broken out into a sweat. It didn’t make any sense. I was freezing. “The well’s wide enough to dump a body down there, easy.”

“Just one?” asked Brielle.

“Fuck,” I said again and stepped away from the well. Looked around the ghostly village once more. The gaping doorways. The mute windows. The slowly collapsing roofs. My heart was pounding. “Let’s get out of here.”

We walked for half an hour, hurrying along the road and constantly glancing behind us as if expecting something to have clawed its way free of the well and come after us in pursuit. The image was so vivid in my mind that I cursed all the zombie movies I’d seen in my youth. One, two, a half dozen, a score of those pallid, decomposed bodies, the joints falling apart, their eye sockets gaping, their movements shambling as they came after us.

We were about to take a break an hour or so later when I saw a wagon of some sort on the road ahead. It hove into view as we rounded a generous curve, and we both stopped at the same time.

I lowered my hand to Shard’s pommel. No movement. The cart pale with dust. No animals hitched at the front. No sign of people. We stood still for a few minutes, simply listening, then walked forward, approaching slowly, cautiously.

It was an open-topped wagon, the kind a farmer might load with produce he meant to take to market. Four wheels. None of them looked broken. No obvious reason for why the cart had been abandoned. We reached its side and paused. The wagon bed was empty.

I relaxed, looked around, and saw two strange piles by the side of the road. Not rocks, not quite piles of dirt and sticks. I walked over and poked one with the toe of my boot. It crackled as it came apart. Bones, I realized, and a black, toxic looking mess of goo and tightly coiled rope. 

“What the…?”

Brielle joined me. “I’ve seen this before.”

I couldn’t tear my eyes away. That was a femur. Those were ribs. Most of them cracked open, their interiors hollow.

“The royal hunters would leave piles of intestines behind after dressing their catch,” said Brielle, voice stiff. 

Together we looked up. There was no rope or chain affixed to the thick branch overhead, but it was the right height.

“And that there?”

“The folded stuff?” Brielle drew herself up. “Looks like skin.”

“Fuck,” I whispered. “And the bones look picked clean. Even the marrow’s gone.”

“Not picked clean,” said Brielle. “Boiled.”

I took a step back, grimacing, and gazed at the cart once more. Its innocuousness now spoke a horrific tale. Who had been driving this wagon? Who had stopped them?

“It wasn’t Grey Mongrels that did this,” I said.

“There’s much, much worse out here than them,” said Brielle.

“I believe it.” My urge to take a break had disappeared. “Let’s go.”

We walked on with urgency, the terrible blankness of the hills and the dead trees seeming to be complicit with the subtle horrors we’d begun to unveil. As if they purposefully were unveiling the true nature of Ghogiel piece by piece, a vast and conspiratorial landscape that was slowly revealing itself to be saturated with malicious intent.

The road wound on. Curving back and forth, an endless snake of white dust. I began to long for the sight of something different, another cart, another horror simply so as to put my anxiety and anticipation to rest. Show me your monsters, your atrocities, your mind-numbing mutilations. Just don’t tease me. Don’t drag this out. Plunge me into the thick of it and get it over with.

Dusk was falling when we reached another lookout spot where on Earth drivers might pull over to admire the view. Brielle and I stepped wearily onto the rocks, past the last trees and stared out over the great plains below.

No lights. No movement. No signs of life in that distant city.

“We’re closer,” said Brielle. “We are, aren’t we?”

“Yeah,” I said, and we were. But not by much. I followed the cicatrix of the road along the hills toward the distant town and tried for a rough calculation. Another five days?

I turned to Brielle. She was pale as a ghost, caked now in the ubiquitous ash, her violently red mane of hair dusted down to a pallid pink, her armor frosted, her face even pomaded as if preparing to put on clown makeup. 

She looked tired, cold, and worn out. Worse - she was starting to look seriously dispirited.

I laughed, a bitter sound, and she glanced at me in surprise. “What’s so funny?”

“Ghogiel,” I said, throwing out an arm. “I thought when we got here it’d be Hindering Ones left and right, hordes through which we’d have to cut a path toward victory. But this? This isn’t the heroic venture I’d imagined, you know? This is a slow death. A… a death of a thousand tiny cuts. The damn place is wearing us down without doing anything at all.”

She sniffed. “And that’s funny.”

“No,” I said, dropping my arm. “Not really. Just - we have to keep it together, you know? Three, wait - four days into our quest, and we’re already looking beat down. We’ve got to keep that spark burning bright. We’ve just fucking started this whole damn thing. We can’t let a severed hand, a pile of entrails, boiled bones and skin, and the imminent threat of dehydration in a barren world get us down!”

And thank fucking god, Brielle actually cracked a smile. “That your idea of a motivational speech, Noah?”

I raked my hand through my hair, and a cloud of fine dust sifted down onto my shoulders. “Look at this. Like perpetual, universal dandruff. I hate Ghogiel.” Then I grinned back at her. “And yeah. How did I do?”

“Awful,” she said, smiling still and turning back to the road. “So bad I wouldn’t have hired you to announce the dogs at the lower tables in my feasting hall.”

“As if I’d even have applied for that position,” I said, picking my way carefully back over the rocks toward the road. “I’m the mother-loving Savior, you know? You’d have to arrange your entire castle - did you live in a castle? - to cater to my every whim.”

“Yes,” she said with an exaggerated sigh. “I did live in a castle. Castle Islandis, of course. A dozen spires that challenged the rising sun -”

A crash of toppling trees ahead shattered the night, and I knew this was no falling branch. I grabbed Brielle’s arm and hauled her down into a crouch, staring wide-eyed at the dimly light forested slope that rose above us. 

Something was moving there. Something large, bigger than I could at first comprehend. A massive dark shadow, bipedal, lumbering through the trees, knocking drifts of ash from the branches when it didn’t simply shatter them altogether.

“What the fuck is that?” I asked, shrinking down closer to the ground. We were too exposed. Before Brielle could answer I gave her a tug and scooted over the rough rocks to crouch behind a larger boulder. Brielle joined a moment later, pressing in close beside me.

“I’ve no idea,” she whispered, too alarmed for sarcasm. “A giant of some kind?”

I peered around the rock. The monster - no, she was right, the giant - had come to a stop and was slowly peering around itself, as if suspicious. As if it might have heard something that had caught its attention.

I ducked back behind the rock. We were in a bad spot. If the giant came at us we’d nowhere to run - unless we ran forward to meet it and then cut left or right along the bank beside the road. 

Perhaps - I glanced back at the promontory. Perhaps we could shimmy down the cliff face? Down far enough that it couldn’t reach us?

Another crash of a toppling tree. The crunch of feet churning dirt, and I sensed - on some primal level - that it was approaching. 

My breath was coming fast and shallow, my gut becoming snare drum tight. I risked a second glance. The giant had stepped out onto the road, and now I could make it out better.

Not a giant. A Cyclops, its skin jet black, heavily muscled and completely without clothing. No weapons in hand, and easily six, seven yards tall. Its single eye caught the light like a cat’s, reflected briefly in a metallic flash as it stared down at the road.

What could it be - oh shit. Our tracks. 

“Come on,” I said, and began to hustle back toward the cliff’s edge.

“Noah!” hissed Brielle, but then I heard her follow. A moment later the giant let out a thunderous bellow, the kind of reverberating roar that you felt in your chest more than heard with your ears, and then I was at the edge of the cliff, the last rough rocks, the precipitous drop before me.

I peered over the edge, desperate, looked up to check on the Cyclops. It was almost on us, each stride covering five or six yards. Its eye had lit up, a terrifying beacon in the night, the same frosty blue as last night’s fire.

There, a thin ledge. I dropped onto my stomach, considered jettisoning my pack as I did, but no, without it we were as good as dead. Hands on the rough rock as I slid my weight over the edge, Brielle besides me, cursing in a decidedly low-born manner.

My toes sought the ledge, found them, and then a massive hand the size of a work desk was swinging down to crush me where I was bent over the rocks.

I let go, fell over the side, down onto the ledge, scraping my chin and knees badly and nearly stumbled right off the narrow ledge to plummet into the soft gray darkness below.

A wild grasp and I snagged a rough rock just as the palm smacked the edge above me with such force that the boulders were dislodged.

I screamed as rocks fell upon me, one hitting my shoulder hard enough to numb my right arm. Brielle dropped passed me to a lower spot, and knowing I had no time I simply hopped off the ledge after her, trusting, believing that she knew what she was doing.

A six-yard drop, a second of sheer, terrifying certainty that I was going to drop forever, and then I hit a rock the size of a surfboard hard and crashed down to my already bleeding knees. Almost toppled over, but Brielle grabbed me by the pack and hauled me back.

The Cyclops bellowed and reached down for us, lowering himself nearly to his chest to do so. Eye a livid unnatural moon above us.

“Die!” screamed Brielle, and the night was rent by a stream of flame that roared forth from her blade straight into the Cyclops’ palm which parted the stream in two. 

The Cyclops roared again, hand still descending, and I thought of tearing free Shard, wrestling it free of its scabbard, but knew there was no time. We were at the limits of its reach. Blinking away the afterimages of the flames, I peered over the side of our rock, vertigo taking me by the nape and making me want to puke.

Nothing obvious to drop down to. A fall of some thirty, maybe forty yards to the next set of treetops below. 

Brielle screamed as the hand clasped her about the arm, fingers wrapping around her torso as the Cyclops plucked her from the stone, ignoring the flames that still wreathed its fist and crept up its forearm. 

“Brielle!” I fell onto my back, raised my palm, and sought deep for that spark, that electric fury, that sense of cut wires that I’d tapped back in Bastion when I’d first unleashed the powers of levenbolt.

I had to dig deep. My exhaustion, my fear, my pain made it so that I could barely find the spark. But there. I grasped it tight, that dangerous, fickle power, and channeled it up my arm, through my palm and out my fingertips. 

With a zapping, thunderous roar, the night was blasted apart by the wicked brightness of electric bolts that connected me to the Cyclops, past its fist to collide full on with the great head that was staring down at me. 

The Cyclops roared in pain and released Brielle, rearing back and reaching for its face with both hands. 

She screamed and fell.

I tried to leap for her but was on my side, my pack trapped against the rock, and for a gut-wrenching moment my heels simply scrabbled on the dirt and then I wrenched myself free, threw myself out and snagged her outstretched hand, catching her by the wrist.

Her momentum and weight, combined with my lack of balance and anchoring, proved too much. I grabbed her wrist, but she yanked me off the rocky ledge, and out into dark space beside her.

We fell. Our screams mingled. She fell below me, staring up, her hair a snapping, writhing halo as we made eye contact, the trees rushing up, my stomach seeking to burrow into my abdomen, ice racing through my veins, and then the canopy smashed up to greet us and branches exploded everywhere, pistol shots of snapping wood as we plunged through them.

Pain, collisions, branches striking me in the chest, my wounded shoulder, shins, stomach, each and every one exploding into matchwood.

It was a flash of chaotic horror, and then we slammed into the ground proper, chips and fragments of wood raining down upon us, ash rising everywhere to blind me.

I couldn’t breathe. My chest was a screaming vacuum. I arched my back in pain, unable to think, to process, rolling from side to side until something in my throat released and I sucked in the musty air, thick with ash that formed silty mud across my tongue and the back of my throat. I rolled onto all fours. 

Above came a furious roar. 

“Brielle,” I choked. I extended my mystical sense, felt her but a few yards to my left, alive and vibrant crimson in my mind’s eye. Crawled over, head spinning, unable to focus on anything, till I touched her side. “Brielle?”

She wheezed and rolled onto her side. I lowered my head onto her hip, gasping raggedly, my whole body lit up with adrenaline and terror so that I couldn’t feel any pain. With tremendous effort, I rose to my knees and stared up. Nothing. Just ash, everywhere. 

“You hurt?” I rasped. “Anything broken?”

“Arm,” she choked. “Arm.”

“We have to move,” I said. “It might find a way down.”

Despite my words, I couldn’t stand. The ground kept slipping out from under me, and my legs had no strength at all. It was all I could do to simply kneel over her, gasping, feeling the first intimations of pain like distant explosions seen on TV, almost abstract but promising very real pain to someone else, someone I would soon become.

“Up,” I commanded, to myself as much as to her, and a memory came to me. Neveah, staggering through the third test, arrows in her chest and stomach and shoulders, eyes slitted against the pain, moving long after any sane person would have given up and died.

The memory filled me with strength, and I willed myself to stand, staggered upright and then somehow helped Brielle do the same. She clutched her broken arm to her chest. I slid my arm around her waist, and both of us bowed under the sudden terrible weight of our packs we staggered away, through the dust, heading downhill, careening through the trees and out finally into clear air, upon which we turned as one to look back up.

The Cyclops was gone. The edge of the cliff seemed impossibly high above us, hard to make out against the rest of the hill, but I sensed no movement, no presence up there.

It had to be coming for us.

“Cave,” I said. “Somewhere small it can’t get at us. Back up to the cliff.”

Brielle groaned but didn’t argue. We angled back up the steep slope toward the cliff face, and once we reached it staggered along its length, searching for anything into which we could insinuate ourselves.

“Come on,” I hissed, trying to move faster. Something was wrong with my knee. Shapes around us were growing vague with the dusk. We battered our way through skeletal undergrowth, old bushes simply collapsing before us. Navigated around fallen boulders, fought the sharp angle of the ground.

“There,” I said. A darker gap in the rock face. Barely visible behind a huge fallen rock. I squeezed around it, saw the diagonal slash like an old spear wound. Just a little shorter than I was. I took off my pack, drew Shard, and inserted myself with a hiss of pain into the crack, its oblique angle forcing me to lean against the rock. 

A yard in. Two, and then it widened. My heart leaped when after four more yards it opened up into darkness so absolute I couldn’t see my hand before my face.

“Brielle! Hurry!”

I dumped my pack, reached back to take hers, then helped her navigate the rough entrance. She tripped at the last and fell into my arms, and we both went down onto the pitted surface.

The silence was like a dry cloth being pressed into our faces, making our heavy breathing all the more raucous. I sat up, edged over to the rock, Brielle still in my arms. She made no move to extricate herself. We sat, together, and listened, staring at the pale gray entrance.

And listened.

Brielle adjusted how she sat, and though she didn’t hiss I felt her pain as she adjusted her grip on her broken arm. My legs were around her, and she sank onto my chest, lowering her head as she did so, clearly working on managing her agony.

I held her close, chin on her head, and stared at the entrance. It was too narrow for the Cyclops to insert its arm, right?

The minutes dragged by as slowly as eons. I was just starting to relax, my breath easing even as the myriad scrapes, bruises, and serious aches began to make themselves known when I heard a subtle, almost sly snap of a branch close by.

“It’s here,” I whispered, and then didn’t even dare breathe as I strained to hear more. Nothing. For something that huge it was eerily silent when it wanted to be. 

Brielle’s breathing came in sharp little hitches. I held her close, careful with her arm. The darkness around us boiled with imagined shapes. I kept my eyes trained on the entrance gap. 

Pass us by, I prayed. Ignore this gap. Keep walking. 

The faint twilight glow in the gap darkened. My arms tightened around Brielle, who barely stifled a hiss of pain.

A hand slowly negotiated the contours of the gap. Fingers the size of my arm gently tapped and felt their way in, slowing as the gap grew narrower. My hand drifted down to Shard. One slice and those fingers would fall to the ground like a posse of dachshunds that had all simultaneously suffered from brain embolisms. 

Brielle was holding her breath. The hand cleared the gap, turned, the wrist rubbing against the walls, and palped the rough floor. Less than two feet from us. I watched, transfixed, and suddenly understood why mice might sit still, quivering, as a snake slowly drew closer. 

There was something about how gently it approached. The small taps of the pads of the fingers. The vague details of the thick nails, the crescents of dirt beneath them. If it had come raging and clawing in, I’d have reacted. But the very slowness of it mesmerized me. 

It was but one foot from my boots when it stopped. I saw the arm strain for greater depth, push against the rocky sides of the crack, but the arm was too thick. It gained another inch or two, stopped again.

A few more slow sweeps from side to side, and then it withdrew.

Only once it was completely gone did I exhale, feeling faint, sweat beading my brow, heart in my throat.

We sat in complete silence for an age. Half an hour, perhaps? Forty-five minutes? Neither of us moved. I grew cold and stiff, my muscles seizing up. The ache in my ribs which had begun to subside from our encounter with the Grey Mongrel was now replaced with a dozen new complaints, worst from my knee which felt loose and liquid, but with plenty of lacerations and cuts across my chest, cheeks, and forearms. 

Finally, I shifted my weight. Brielle had fallen asleep against my chest, and awoke with a start, only to bite back a moan as she jostled her arm. 

“Wait a sec,” I said. “Gonna take a look.”

“No,” she hissed. “It might be waiting for just that.”

I drew Shard and crept to the crack. Night had fallen outside. It was hard to make much of anything through the gap. I crouched there, gazing forth, heart hammering once more, then backed away. No sense in creeping out into such a night. I’d not spot the monster if it were only three yards away from me.

“At least we kept our packs,” I said. “Here. I’ll fashion you a sling.”

“Need to set the bone,” said Brielle, voice taut with pain. “The ends are grinding against each other.”

“Shit,” I said. This was one of those things I’d read about and seen on TV countless times, but now, here in the dark, with Brielle a dark smudge before me, I felt overwhelmed and helpless. “I wish Valeria were here.”

“Me too,” said Brielle, and then laughed huskily. “Never thought I’d say that.”

“All right,” I said, kneeling carefully before her. “Can I feel?”

“Yes.” One word, clipped, ready for me to fuck things up.

I reached out and gently brushed her arm. “Forearm break?”

“Mmhmm.”

It wasn’t immediately obvious where. “No dampness,” I said. “No blood. So the bone didn’t break the skin. That’s good.”

“A regular genius,” said Brielle through clenched teeth as I gently probed her arm. 

“I can’t set this in the dark,” I said. “I’ll just twist it around and make it worse. I’ll splint it now and then we can try come morning.”

“Fine, just please shut up and do whatever it is you’re going to do.”

I dug in my pack for the medical supplies. A small case Valeria had insisted we each carry. I considered lighting a candle but worried that might alert the Cyclops if it were watching closely from outside. So instead I worked by touch, unrolling a stretch of linen gauze, then taking two lightweight metal tubes that had formed the frame of my pack and carefully splinting Brielle’s arm, ignoring her hissed curses and gasps.

“There,” I said, and realized I was shaking as much as she was. “Done for now. Water?”

“Yes,” she said, voice thick.

We made sure her hand closed around the bottle before letting go, then waited for her to hand it back before drinking myself. I was parched, verging on desiccated, so I said fuck it and took three long, glorious swallows, feeling the water pour down my insides and bring everything back to life. 

But that ended the water bottle. Brielle must have drunk deeply as well.

“How much you got left in yours?”

“Half a bottle,” she said.

I slowly stoppered mine and dropped it in my pack. Half a bottle of water between us and four or five days to get to the city. With us injured.

Despair tried to seize me by the throat, and tears prickled my eyes as frustration and fear warred in my heart. Damn this place! 

But I took a deep, shuddering breath and slowly eased myself back into my former position, not bothering to answer Brielle when she snapped at me and demanded to know what I was doing. I extended my legs on either side of her, then gently gathered her to my chest.

She lay stiffly against me for a few minutes, then gave in with a sigh. I stared sightlessly past her head at nothing and desperately reached out for one of my other companions, needing to feel them close, to get a sense that we weren’t alone.

Nothing.

I shifted my weight slightly, and Brielle bit back a hiss, but before I could apologize she then did the same, not quite snuggling into me but curling a little more, drawing up her knees and turning to her side so that she could rest her cheek on my shoulder. 

The third trial. Where that archer had stood before the door, invincible, defeating us easily. The cold certainty that we couldn’t press on. Couldn’t reach that final door.

And somehow I’d still stood up. Still dared to stare death in the eye and take another step.

I closed my eyes now and rested my head back against the grotto wall. Was that another reason we Saviors undertook the trials? So that they could serve as reminders as to what we were capable of, what we could achieve when down the road we felt lost or overwhelmed?

Brielle’s warmth began to sink into me. Without realizing I was going to I lowered my lips and kissed her hair. 

Her breathing stopped - or was that my imagination? - and then she relaxed a little more fully into my embrace.

Just another night in motherfucking Ghogiel. I tried to find a place past the pain, past the despair, and search for some means to sleep. 

Things weren’t that bad, I told myself. 

Not really.

 


Chapter 4

 


 

Waking up was a careful process of disentangling ourselves amidst a network of pain and seized up muscles. The cold had seeped into my ass so deep I couldn’t move my legs properly, and my back felt like a mop had been stuck down along my spine and then shattered with a series of contemptuous hammer blows. 

Brielle was in worse shape. Her eyes were glassy and she radiated heat. As she uncoiled and rose up to sitting I reached out and touched her brow.

“You’re burning up,” I said.

“I know. I cast fire magic.”

“No, I mean you’ve got a fever.”

“I know. I was making a joke. I’m not an idiot.”

But what worried me was how she said it: her voice a rough monotone, as if she were going through the motions and didn’t have the reserves to put her customary spite into the words.

The soft light filtering into the tiny cavern was enough for me to see how roughed up we were. Our clothing was covered in splinters, the worst of which had stuck into our wounds. I hissed as I worked my arm around, and then took a moment to pick the worst of the splinters out of the swollen joint.

“How the hell did we survive last night?” I asked.

“Bad luck,” said Brielle, rising to her knees and taking her water bottle from her pack. “I’m dying of thirst. I’m going to finish this.”

I pursed my lips, biting back my words, and simply nodded.

She drank eagerly, greedily, throat working, but just before she finished she pulled the water away and extended it to me. “Here. You get the backwash.”

“Are all princesses this charming?” I asked, taking the bottle. 

“No. I’m special.”

I took one sip and then stoppered the bottle, leaving perhaps an inch at the bottom. 

It took more effort than I wanted to admit to crawl into the crack and slowly venture forth, pausing to listen every few steps. I heard nothing. It was all too easy to imagine the Cyclops crouched patiently beside the crack, hands hanging between its knees, sole demonic eye trained on the entrance.

I crept closer and closer to the outside world. No sign of trouble. I went right up to the entrance, breath short from nerves, and finally stuck my head forth and peered around.

The usual pale tree trunks, the rough, ashen grass, the rickety undergrowth. Cliff rising above, slope descending sharply before. 

No sign of the Cyclops.

I waited. Watched. Let my eyes unfocus so I could detect movement better. 

Still nothing.

I crawled back to Brielle. “Coast’s clear. Ready to move out.”

“Ready,” was all she said. She was staring at her pack with a sullen air of resentment.

“Here, I’ll drag that outside. We’ll figure something out.”

Ten minutes later we stretched, fighting back groans, as we emerged into the cool dawn air. I didn’t feel hungry. All I wanted was a pitcher of cool, clear water. 

“You ever hear about that trick where you put a pebble in your mouth to help keep it from going dry?” I searched around the base of the cliff for a likely candidate. “Always read about it.”

“No,” said Brielle.

I picked up a few stones and then discarded them. All were jagged and rough. Ah well. I’d keep an eye out when we reached the next stream. 

With a groan, I pulled my pack on. Half our food was gone, all the water, and somehow it felt heavier than when I’d first put it on. I cinched the hip straps tight, swayed, then turned to Brielle. “Ready?”

“Yes,” she said, looking down, hair draping before her face.

“Hey, come on,” I said, stepping up to her. “I know the odds of today bringing something good are slim, but you never know. Today could be the day everything changes for us.”

She didn’t answer, but after a long moment sighed and gathered her hair, giving it a twist and then flipping it behind her shoulder. “Pack.”

I shook my head. “No. I’ll carry it for now. How are you going to support that weight with a broken arm? You should focus on walking for now.”

Brielle finally met my gaze, and her gray eyes were clouded and defiant, but all she gave was a nod. 

I hefted her pack onto my chest, slipped the straps over my shoulders, patted down the top so I could see over it, and forced myself not to think anything negative. I had to set the tone here. Keep Brielle moving. 

“All right. Let’s follow the cliff till we find a way back up to the road. Now more than ever we need a smooth surface to walk on.”

No comment, so I set out. It was hard to see where I was putting my feet with the pack right before me, but luckily most of the branches I kicked simply fragmented before me. I felt stiff, my joints ground as if broken grass had been inserted between the bones, and pain was my constant companion. Pain in my shoulder, my shins, my chest, pretty much everywhere. I felt as if I’d played Red Rover with a bunch of thugs armed with baseball bats.

Every few minutes I turned to check on Brielle, but she kept up. She didn’t respond to my questions or comments, but as the morning passed she seemed to regain some of her determination and vitality, moving with greater purpose, her jaw clenched, some kind of fury fueling her progress.

I forced myself to eat another honeyed nut bar for lunch even though I had trouble swallowing the chunks. I gave Brielle the last gulp of water, then packed the empty water bottle away.

We regained the road by late afternoon, and I felt a surge of relief and concern at being on it once more. 

“No tracks,” I said, surveying the smooth surface. “The Cyclops hasn’t been this way, at least.”

Brielle simply stared off into the trees. 

It began to rain just before dusk. The clouds overhead grumbled and groaned like a pregnant cow, and then with a subtle hiss rain began to slice down, cold and needle-like, quickly turning the ash on the road to a fine mud and plastering our hair down. I dug out our lightweight coats and draped Brielle’s over her shoulder, but to little avail; half an hour later we were soaked.

The rain, however, was delicious. We stood with our mouths open for a while, delighting in the relative purity of the water despite the silty taste. After a while my mind started working, and I took off my coat, moved to the closest bush and draped it in an inverted cone under which I placed my water bottle. The idea was better in theory than practice, but after adjusting the coat for ten minutes I finally got it to stay in place.

“Use mine,” said Brielle. 

I’d become too pragmatic to protest, so I took her jacket off and did the same, repeating the process and placing her water bottle beneath. Then we both just stood there, faces upturned, standing on the road’s edge, shivering with greater violence as the cold seeped into our bones. The occasional flash of lighting flared overhead, sizzling, chaotic bolts striking down into the hills in the distance, the reverberating echo of the thunder reaching us moments later.

Despite the cold, despite the pain, I reveled in the moment. Mania took hold of me, and I peeled off my sweater and shirt, shucked my pants and boots, and extended my arms out as if to embrace that storm-wracked sky. 

Freezing rain ran down my skin, washing away dried blood, ash, dirt, and mud. I raked my stiff hair with my fingers, washed at my arms and legs, seized by a frantic desire to be free of the filth in which I’d been encased since arriving here. Mongrel blood. My blood. Running my hands over my wet skin allowed me to find the last of the splinters and pluck them free, and when I was finally done I just stood there, feeling purified, shriven of Ghogiel’s sins.

Lighting flashed close by, close enough that the world around us flared stark white, and I saw Brielle stepping in close, arm still slung over her chest, hair hanging in thick rivulets down the sides of her face. Her eyes were hooded in shadow, and then the lightning flash was gone, and she was before me, lifting her face to mine.

I kissed her. A gentle brushing of our lips, but that touch sent a jolt just like a lightning flash through me, a zapping surge of energy that made me shake. But it was just that, a brush of the lips, and then she lowered her brow to my shoulder and stood there in the rain, not moving, not pressing her body against mine, simply resting, letting the rain course down her. 

“I wish I could strip,” she whispered. “I want to be clean.”

I couldn’t speak, so I simply nodded, but there wasn’t any way to remove her sweater and shirt without slashing her sleeve apart and jostling her arm badly. So instead I wrapped my arms carefully around her and held her close, both of us shaking and shivering on that desolate road, the trees swaying and moaning around us as a fitful wind picked up and tugged at their naked boughs.

The rain showed no sign of abating. After a while, I checked the water bottles and switched in the second set. Fifteen or so minutes later - maybe more? The bottles were full. I handed one to Brielle, took the second, and we both drank deeply. The water tasted wrong; gritty and with a sharp tang, but I was past caring. I drank till my stomach felt swollen, and then we replaced the empty bottles.

By now my jaw was chattering violently, and I hunched my shoulders and hugged myself tightly. My madness left me, and I looked up and down the road. Had the Cyclops happened upon us now we’d have been screwed. 

Fortune, however, had blessed us. I was able to dress in my sopping clothing, buckle on Shard, and gather our coats without anything disturbing us. I felt invigorated, my senses sharpened. The water had done wonders.

A few minutes later I hefted our packs once more, and together we wandered down the road, Brielle’s hand in mine. I searched the trees on either side of the road for some sign of shelter. Dusk was almost gone, night was upon us, and it was hard to make out anything more than a couple of yards deeper into the woods. 

Thunder roiled overhead. The rain hissed down. The road was swampy, the mud cut endlessly by rivulets of ashen water that flowed from the hill above. 

Hunched over, shivering, we made our way through the long dark. Nothing presented itself as an obvious shelter. After about an hour of stumbling along, I stopped, tugging at Brielle’s hand so that she stopped belatedly a step later.

“We need to rest. We can’t keep going and expect a cave to show up. I’ll check the woods right here. Wait.”

She didn’t answer. I dropped her back by her feet and stepped off the road, over the shallow ditch that was flooded with scummy water and into the woods. Up the slope, the ground squelching underfoot, branches snapping before my blindly questing hands. Up perhaps ten, fifteen yards, but I saw nothing different up ahead. Just the hillside rising toward the distant peak.

I stopped, precariously balanced on the muddy slope, and then made my way back. 

“Nothing. Tomorrow we stop early and find shelter.”

“And now?”

“This way.”

I figured the road was acting as a breakwater of kinds, catching much of the hill’s run-off and sending it along the side ditches, so I led Brielle to the downslope section. There I shucked the packs and drew Shard. Gripped the slick leather grip with both hands and willed the blade to glow.

To my consternation it barely did; the light it emitted was perhaps candle strength. I gritted my teeth against a wave of panic. Was I that weak? I stepped up to a tree whose trunk was as thick as my thigh and swung with all my strength.

There was a shattering crunch and the tree toppled over, Shard emerging in a shower of sodden splinters on the far side. The tree toppled, bringing down its neighbor and crashing down onto the slope. I repeated this with four or five more trees, and then struggled with their weight, hoisting them up my shoulder and slipping and clawing at the muddy hillside to pack them roughly atop each other. It took far longer than I’d anticipated and required my endlessly chopping off limbs that caught and held the trees in place. Eventually, I had them roughly stacked in a messy cone, with just enough space beneath for us to crawl under. 

I took our coats and draped them over the branches, then spread our woolen blankets over the muddy grass beneath them. Not for the first time I cursed having stowed our tent and tarp in Valeria’s pack. 

I helped Brielle crawl under the trees, coming in after her, and we lay together on the woolen blankets, looking up at the dark branches and the coats. Water dripped down on us, and soon the damp soaked up through the blankets. We were both shivering violently, my jaw chattering without surcease, and that brief, glorious moment of feeling cleansed was already long gone, ashen silt having rubbed all over me once more.

“I h-h-hate camping,” I stuttered. 

Brielle pressed closer against me, her sodden hair on my shoulder. I pressed my cheek to her brow and grimaced. She was burning up. 

And there was nothing I could do. Shard couldn’t stop the rain. I couldn’t heal her. On some level I’d become dependent on the healing the end of each Trial had provided us back in Bastion; no matter how grievous the wounds, emerging through the final door had always left us healed and fresh and ready for more.

The fever meant she was fighting an infection. From the broken arm, perhaps? But the bone hadn’t broken through the skin. Another cut or wound somewhere? We needed antibiotics. We needed an ER. A doctor, heck, I’d settle for a fucking bottle of aspirin. 

But no. All I could do was hold her close, try not to pressure her broken arm, and wait for the night to pass.

I’d never felt so helpless. 

I must have slept. When I next looked around the sky was paling with the dawn. I was still soaked, and when I sneezed I realized I’d caught a cold. 

Great.

I sat up, nose thick with congestion, head feeling stuffy, and climbed out from under the trees into the pre-dawn light.

I drew Shard, if only to be able to gaze upon something magnificent and clean and lethal, and gritted my jaw. Was this what real adventures were like? Dirty, protracted, frustrating forays into mud and wounds and filth? 

I pushed out my senses, seeking Valeria. Imogen. Emma.

Nothing.

I let Brielle sleep, and when she awoke an hour later forced her to eat and drink and then hefted our packs and set off back down the road. There was nothing else to do. We walked in a state of exhaustion, and my thoughts ceased to roam, instead focusing on just the next step. In such manner that morning passed, our progress slow but steady, Brielle laboring by my side, her features drawn with pain, her eyes glassy with fever.

It was late afternoon when I saw the slender plume of smoke rising up from the trees up the hillside to our right. I’d actually been staring at it for a few minutes as I’d walked, so lost in a fugue that I hadn’t registered what I was looking at till I finally stopped and my thoughts jogged into motion.

“Up there,” I said, indicating the plume with a nod. “Smoke.”

“Can’t be a natural fire,” said Brielle. “With all the rain we just had.”

“And… it’s more than one fire. See? Looks like maybe some fainter plumes behind it.”

“Village?” she asked me, some animation entering her voice for the first time that day.

“Could be,” I said, guarding myself against hope. “Worth investigating at any rate.”

Neither of us moved, however. We stood and watched. The plumes emerged from the trees perhaps a few hundred yards up the hill, our view of whatever was burning blocked by the forest itself. 

“Can’t just be a regular village, though,” I said at last. “Not with Cyclops and Grey Mongrels wandering around.”

“There’ll be defenses,” said Brielle. “Enough to keep enemies at bay.”

I imagined a wooden palisade, like the ones built by the Romans, the logs sharped to spikes at the top. I thought of the seven-yard-tall Cyclops. 

“A village that small would have to be armed to the teeth to drive a Cyclops away. Or composed of superheroes or the like.”

“Superheroes?” asked Brielle. “Isn’t that term redundant?”

“Never mind. Still. We should approach with caution. Maybe circle around and find a spot higher up to observe them first.”

Brielle nodded. “You’re not as dumb as you look.”

I grinned. “And here I was getting worried about you. Should have known. Come on, let’s cut into the forest here and climb up to circle around.”

We ditched our packs behind some trees and climbed the slope. Picked our path carefully between the trees, our boots sliding out from under us as rubbishy grass slicked out on the mud beneath our feet. Up and up, the smoke barely visible to our left, then finally we curved around just before reaching the hilltop.

Moving slowly, wincing at every branch that cracked beneath our feet, we ghosted down toward the tree break, and upon reaching it lowered into crouches and gazed over the small village.

In shape and layout it was much the same as the first abandoned one we’d seen - a score of stone buildings with a mixture of thatch and wooden roofs, laid out along a winding trail that climbed up the mountain slope, a small central square dominated by a well. But this one was clearly occupied, old people sitting on a couple of benches beside the well, smoke curling forth from the chimneys, children racing along the footpaths. I watched a woman emerge from one house with an empty jug and make her way toward the well, smiling and exchanging words with another who was carrying a heavy sack over one shoulder as she strode toward another house.

There was a wooden wall around the town, three yards tall and topped with spikes just as I’d envisioned. The logs were the same brittle ones as the dead trees around us, and I wondered if a Grey Mongrel couldn’t just plow right through the center, smashing its way through. 

That or simply leap over.

Either way, the wall wouldn’t have stopped the Cyclops. I could easily envision it just stepping right over.

“Guards at the gate,” said Brielle, nodding toward the village’s bottom. Four men with crossbows, visibly ill at ease as they stood on raised benches that allowed them to peer over the closed gate.

“Not a lot of men,” I whispered back. “Not of fighting age.”

“No babies either,” said Brielle. “No child younger than… Five?”

I studied the few children that were visible. Streaked with gray mud and with hair shaved close along the sides and grown long and held back in ponytails across the top, it was hard to tell boys from girls. But Brielle was right. No toddlers. No babies.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“Should be obvious,” said Brielle. “We don’t have much choice, do we.”

“No.”

“Easy,” said a new voice, rough and low, trying for casual but still betraying tension. “Move wrong and you’ll get a bolt in your backs. Up. Nice and slow.”

I stiffened and just barely fought the urge to spin around. Exhaustion helped. Instead, I slowly stood, knees popping, and hands raised turned to regard the two men who had longbows half drawn, the arrows aimed at our chests.

I didn’t know much about longbows. But I knew those things can shoot arrows hundreds of yards. At this range? They’d put an arrow clean through us. 

“Hi,” I said. I tried for a smile, and a brief memory flickered through my mind: Social graces… seven. “We’re -”

“Who do you think you are?” demanded Brielle, raising her chin, fatigue and pain falling away from her. “Do you know at whom you’re aiming those arrows?”

Neither man had expected that level of intense disdain. They glanced at each other, and the first man, a grizzled ranger-type with weathered features and salt-and-pepper beard responded. “You’re a couple of strangers spying on our community -”

“I am Brielle Islandis, which I assume means nothing to a backwater fellow like you, but if you had any culture or breeding you’d be on your knees before royalty of House Islandis instead of threatening her with an arrow.”

To his credit, the man weathered her outrage with only a narrowing of his eyes, as if gazing into a headwind. “You don’t look like any princess I’ve ever heard of.”

“Oh?” She took a step forward, completely fearless. “And how many princesses have you met? Are you a connoisseur in such matters? No? I thought not. I am Princess Brielle Islandis, daughter of King Hethrin, descendent of King Jaran himself, who sat upon the Burning Throne and ruled well and wisely. Now. Lower your bows before you commit a graver sin than you already have.”

The men once more exchanged glances, and while they didn’t lower their bows altogether, they did so enough to aim their arrows at the mud before our feet. 

“All right,” said the grizzled man. “Say you’re a princess. What are you doing skulking like a thief outside our village?”

“Reconnaissance,” snapped Brielle. “We’ve been separated from my party. I am injured following an encounter with a Cyclops. We’re in need of food and healing. As such, we wished to ascertain you weren’t a camp of crazed cannibals before knocking on your gate.”

I almost felt sorry for the man. Anger caused Brielle’s eyes to flash, brought color back to her cheeks, and bedraggled and worn as she was she still exuded a burning, bright presence that was so overpowering I was surprised the man didn’t wilt altogether. 

I wanted to speak, to intercede, but kept my mouth shut. I’d only ruin the impression Brielle was making.

“Very well,” said the man, now lowering his bow altogether and relaxing his string. “Your arm’s broken, sure enough, and both of you look half-dead. We can take you in, but it’ll require payment of some sort for the resources used, and you’ll have to hand over your weapons at the gate. Even princesses don’t get to bring weapons into our homes.”

Brielle sniffed. “So much for the hallowed tradition of hospitality. Very well. We’ll treat with your mercenary terms. Your name?”

“Bernard Hunter,” said the older man with a wry smile. “This is my son, Ulstan. Your companion?”

I blinked. Oh, right. “Noah.”

“Well met, I hope. Come on then. We’ll circle down to the front together. You’ll understand if we walk behind you. Ulstan, the slithers.”

For a moment I thought that might be a local term for handcuffs, and imagined a serpentine set of restraints, slimy and tightening with disgusting muscular strength around our wrists, but his son, a man in his early thirties with the same square jaw and deep-set eyes stepped back to heft a dozen dead rabbit-looking things that were tied to a rope. These he hefted over his shoulder, and then together we all made our way down to the front of the camp. 

By unspoken agreement, Brielle and I decided to not mention our hidden packs, so it was that we surrendered Shard and her own longsword and entered the village with nothing but the clothing on our backs.

The four guards leaped down to gather around as Bernard led us inside. “Send word to Alistair,” he said to one of the younger men, who nodded and took off at a run, up the trail toward the center of the small town.

Somehow the whole village seemed to intuit at once that strangers had arrived; children stopped and gathered into a knot on a bank above us to stare, wide-eyed, while women and old men appeared in windows and doorways or clustered together along the winding path to whisper and study us with hard, flat gazes.

“Let’s get you over to Emilia’s,” said Bernard. “She’s one of the village elders and a wise woman as well. She’ll tend to your arm and other injuries.”

“Very well.” I could tell the effort to project her royal presence was starting to wear on Brielle. “Lead on.”

Ulstan handed the ‘slithers’ off to another guard, two of whom joined our group and escorted us up the trail toward one of the homes in which an older woman stood, her head wrapped in a gray shawl, her shoulders bony and prominent, her cheeks and lips sunken, her eyes as bright as Brielle’s fever-ridden ones. 

“A dozen slithers and a wandering princess,” said Bernard with forced joviality as we reached Emilia’s home. “Not a bad haul for a morning’s work.”

Emilia’s regard was piercing, and she took us in from boots to top, unabashed in her open appraisal. “Be welcome to Harthome,” she said, voice clear and strong. “You’re clearly not locals. From where do you hail?”

Sweat was beading Brielle’s brow, but she kept her spine straight and relaxed not an inch. “The kingdom of Islandis. We’ve been separated from our retinue, but I am sure they shall find us soon. In the meantime, I thank you for your healing and hospitality.”

Clearly, Brielle had gauged Emilia as one she’d not be able to browbeat so easily.

“Islandis,” said the wise woman, a hint of skepticism in her voice. “Can’t say I’ve heard of it, but it’s a broad land out there. Come in, then. Let’s take a look at what’s ailing you.”

We ducked our heads as we entered the cottage, and I felt a moment of deja vu. The same size and set-up as the ones we’d explored but days ago, but this one yet filled with dashes of color and life. The same benches, but the floor was covered in a thick layer of dusty rushes, while the dark rafters were painted with bright flowers and splashes of color. The corner kitchen was spartan and immaculately clean, and the air smelled of wax and savory soup. 

My mouth flooded with spit as I stepped aside and sat on one of the benches. Brielle sat in a chair as instructed, and then watched expressionless as Emilia cut away her sleeve to reveal her badly bruised and broken arm.

“You’re lucky,” said the wise woman after probing the break. “Came close to tearing the skin. Two day’s old? From these abrasions here I’d judged you snapped it in a fall?”

“We leaped off a cliff,” said Brielle, voice faint and distant as she mastered the pain. “We were escaping a Cyclops.”

“Oh aye?” Emilia sat back, eyebrows raised. “That’s no mean feat, that. To escape one of the Hindering Ones themselves out in the wild.”

Brielle didn’t deign to respond, and I took note: don’t always thank people for compliments. Not when you’re desperately fighting for an edge, some kind of advantage.

“Well,” said Emilia, bending back to her work. “We’ll set and splint this, and it should heal well enough within a month or so. A clean break, I’d wager. I’ll apply a poultice to help with the swelling. Now. How long have you had this fever?”

Brielle blinked slowly as if fighting off a sleepy wave. “Two days.”

“Any other cuts or injuries?”

“Across my ribs,” said Brielle. 

“Bernard, help me set this arm and then leave so that I may help her undress.”

“Not sure that’s a good idea,” said Bernard. “These are strangers, and Noah here doesn’t look that injured. I’d be loath to leave you alone -”

“Then send for Rosanna. She should have been here by now at any rate. I’m perfectly capable of fending for myself.”

“Emilia -”

“Look at them, for goodness sake,” said the wise woman. “Do you really think either of them poses a threat?”

Brielle swayed slightly to the side as if about to collapse and then caught herself. 

Bernard grimaced. “All right. I’ll see what’s taking Rosanna so long.”

It was so good to just sit in a chair and be able to relax. To not have to worry about the remainder of the day. To dread the coming night with all its terrors and discomforts. To allow the glow of candlelight to soften the pale harshness of the cloud covered sun. I leaned back against the wall, my whole body aching and creaking like an old Victorian house settling into its foundations. This was what being eighty years old had to feel like. Basic, profound gratitude for being able to get off your feet and do nothing.

Rosanna - it had to be her - entered a moment later, knocking the door open in her haste and tying back her luscious mane of chocolate brown hair with a twist of leather as she strode toward Emilia’s side.

“Before you chide me, I was decocting the mugwort, right in the middle of creating the solution, and could no more dump my vials then fly up into the sky. Now. Broken arm? Strangers. Oh.” She stopped and smoothed down her apron as Emilia smiled to herself, giving her assistant - or so I guessed - a moment to process.

“Two of them.” Rosanna scrutinized me and found me insufficiently interesting to study for long, returning her attention to Brielle. I didn’t mind looking at her, though. For one, she was clean. No dust anywhere but some faint traces along the hem of her skirt and her supple leather boots. Second, she was attractive in a striking, unconventional manner. Strong mouth, striking nose, fierce brow, an air of intensity and focus. Full figure mostly hidden under her neutral clothing. 

Mostly.

“Him,” Emilia asked Brielle, nodding curtly to me. “Want him out?”

Brielle met my gaze and then shook her head. “He can stay.”

“Your partner?” asked Rosanna, taking out a folding knife from the sash wrapped around her waist and slicing at the sleeve of her broken arm.

“I am quite sure that is absolutely none of your business,” said Brielle, without rancor or emotion of any kind, really.

“Friends,” I said, voice rough.

“Ah,” said Rosanna, raising an eyebrow to Emilia. “So that’s how it is.”

“Quit your nattering. Fetch that young man a cup of barley and then cut that sleeve off already,” said Emilia.

Both women were obviously skilled, and once I had a bowl of warm mush in hand they set to work. Within a few minutes Brielle undressed and was helped to a large bed-frame across which a hide was stretched and held taut with straps of leather. She lay back with a sigh, and I felt my heart grow hard at the sight of her body; lacerations marked her everywhere, no doubt from our fall, and deep bruising mottled her pale skin. A series of parallel slashes were deeply inflamed across her ribs, and I saw crystalline pus gleam where it had hardened at the wound’s edges.

“This is going to take some work,” said Emilia, placing her hands on her hips. She half turned to me. “Whatever you came here with, you’ll be parting with most of it.”

“Do what you must,” I said around a mouthful of what tasted like bland grits. “Just make her better.”

“It’s not as simple as snapping your fingers, you know,” said Rosanna, turning angrily toward me. “This is a craft, a rare skill, but there’s only so much we can do without proper medicines, and our stores are running dangerously low -”

“Enough,” said Emilia. “Bring the hot water. We’ll bathe her first, then tend to her wounds.”

Brielle passed out within moments of the hot, wet clothes being drawn across her skin, relaxing with a sigh. Perhaps, I thought, on some level she was remembering such treatment from back home and was comforted by it. 

The two women kept up a running commentary to each other as they cleaned her, noting cuts, probing for broken ribs, and making frank assessments of her charms and attributes.

“A princess?” asked Emilia, looking over her shoulder at where I sat like a lump as she twisted her cloth clean. 

“That’s right.” I knew I should add something. A wry comment, perhaps, to bring a smile to her lips. A joke, or another way to ingratiate myself. I was just too damn tired. I set the empty bowl on the floor. Social graces seven out of a hundred, right? “How are you all surviving out here? We passed an abandoned village a couple of days up the road, and your wall doesn’t look like it could keep a Cyclops out.”

They exchanged a glance.

“We’ll leave such matters to when you present yourself to the council,” said Emilia, not looking my way. “I am a firm believer that the energies around a healing subject must be pure and clean. Such talk will only foul the air. Why don’t you tell us of yourself, Noah? Where are you from? What brought you to Harthome?”

I leaned my head back against the wall and closed my eyes. Old Noah might have felt compelled to go into a long, self-effacing explanation about everything. Tried to please. Ghogiel Noah was just too damn tired.

“How about we leave that for the council as well?” I said.

The silence that followed was stiff, but - well - I was just too damn tired to care. Maybe they’d not end up being my best friends ever, and maybe that was all right.

I dozed as they worked on Brielle, and each time I surfaced to check on them they were busy bent over her, swabbing, sewing stitches, placing poultices and bandaging them down in place.

Half an hour later or maybe more they finally finished. Emilia came to stand before me. “And you?”

“And me?” I asked, mind stuffed with cotton wool.

“You look like you’ve rolled through your fair share of bushes. Anything broken or in need of stitching?”

A vision came to me: my lying naked on the bed as both women slowly tended me, washed me, ran their hands over my body.

“No, I’m good. Just a little dirty.”

“Well then,” said Emilia with a sniff. “You can wash with what’s left of the water. Your friend - and you, for that matter - need sleep more than anything else. I’ll loan you my home for now. You can rest here, and when you wake we’ll feed you and then you can sleep some more. Come morning you’ll meet with the council, and we’ll discuss what needs discussing.”

“Including payment,” I said.

“Aye.” Emilia’s voice was frank, unashamed. “Including that.”

“Sounds good. Thank you. Both of you. You’re literal lifesavers.”

Rosanna dried her hands on a small towel and then cast it into a basket filled with other such. “That we know. Rest well.” 

And with that both filed out the front door.

I remained sitting for a while longer. It was warm. The home was comforting and comfortable both. The hard bench was delightful to sit on, the wall better than any cushioned chair. My eyes played over the shelves, the table, the kitchen where the fire had been banked and the pot removed from the tripod.

Sparsely furnished, but nice. I wouldn’t mind staying here for a week or several months while we regained our strength.

With effort I hauled off my boots. Rose with a groan and strode over to where Brielle lay under a faded quilt. Her eyes were ringed with purple, her lips pale, her freshly washed hair spread out across the hard pillow like a corona of blood. 

I was about to strip and wash when something caught my eye. A sheet of slate, hanging over the main door’s mantel from a slender chain. A golden glyph had been chiseled into its surface. I stared at it, and for some reason felt uneasy. It was of the kind that Imogen had searched for on the second trial. One of the glyphs that had denoted the names of the spheres. 

I stared at it for a while longer, wondering as to its providence, and then frowned and set to washing. 

Ten minutes later I slipped in under the quilt beside Brielle. I felt hesitant in doing so - should I lie on the floor instead? But no. The bed was far too comfortable, the quilt warm, and more, I wanted to be close to her. Feel her against me, take comfort from her presence. 

She was feverishly warm, so pushed the quilt down some, exposing her cleavage as I did so. I lay there, on my side, head pillowed on my arm, studying her profile. In sleep her imperial haughtiness smoothed away, leaving behind a younger looking woman. Someone hurt, someone innocent, in some strange way, of the attitude she had to project onto the world.

What had Shalarra revealed her past symbol to be during that terrible final meeting before we attempted the fifth trial?

A woman, bound and blindfolded, her robed form surrounded by a thicket of swords plunged point first into the earth around her. She stood in the midst of a barren waste, a town on a mountainside far away in the background.

“The Eight of Swords,” Shalarra had said. “Isolation. Imprisonment. Self-imposed restriction.”

I reached out under the quilt and found Brielle’s hand. Interlaced my fingers with her own, gave her a gentle squeeze, and then closed my eyes and fell into a dreamless sleep.

 


Chapter 5

 


 

 I awoke to Brielle watching me through her long lashes, face grave, almost pensive, her face only a foot away on the pillow.

“Morning,” I said, stirring to wakefulness and turning over to look at her. “How are you feeling?”

“Better,” she said. 

“Mmm.” I stretched. I felt better, too. Aches and pains were a little less, I was warm and clean. My knee touched her thigh and I pulled it back.

“Tell me this isn’t a dream,” she said. “We’re not about to wake up under those trees in the rain again.”

“No,” I said. “Though if it’s a dream it’s a nice one.”

“Mmm,” she said and closed her eyes, her whole body moving in subtle ways as she got a fraction more comfortable. 

I reached out and touched her brow. “Fever’s gone,” I said.

“Your medical skills never cease to amaze me,” she said, but her tone was mocking, not cutting. 

I could get used to that tone. 

“And the arm?”

“Broken,” she said and opened her eyes again as she smiled.

Evening had fallen outside. We were lit by the last of a candle nub, the faint, golden light painting her skin and setting hints of fire deep within her hair. Her lips, her large, gray eyes, her intense beauty that had intimidated me so when we’d first met. 

“You’re beautiful,” I said without meaning to, simply blurting it out, and then to my horror I immediately felt my face burn with a blush.

She raised an eyebrow, the subtlest of smiles tugging at her lips. “A skilled medic and a wicked seducer both. How am I to defend myself?”

“I’m sure you’ll be up to the task,” I said, turning onto my back simply so I could gather myself without her knowing gaze making me feel even more foolish. “I’ve no doubt about that.”

“Hmm,” she said. “True. I’ve never been one to rely on others. Always one to take what I want.”

“I can see that,” I said, fighting for composure. You’re beautiful? What kind of sixth-grade line was that?

Her hand slid over my bare stomach, her touch causing me to shiver and glance at her. Brielle was smiling, her eyes lidded, her long lashes catching the candlelight.

“You’ve lost weight,” she said, fingers tracing what I guessed were my abs. “Gained some definition. Valeria’s been good for you.”

“Valeria’s been…?” For a moment I had no idea what she was talking about and instead simply felt an ache for my missing companion, and then it hit me: the mystical bond I shared with my companions joined our essences, allowed, on some basic level, for the transfer of talents and abilities. Just as I’d gained the crudest of ability to throw a levenbolt from Imogen, so had Valeria’s stunning physique begun to transform my own; gone was the slight paunch I’d always vowed to vanquish, and when I moved my own hand over my stomach I felt the hint of a six-pack. 

“I’m not even flexing,” I said, eyes wide, probing at the firm muscle. “That’s just me, lying in bed.”

Brielle rolled her eyes and arched her head back as if a wave of passion had just rolled through her. “Oh, your seductive techniques are overcoming my defenses. Such poetry. Oh, Noah. Talk some more.”

I grinned at her. “You’ve got a great head. I like the bone structure of your skull, you know? And your fleshy bits are really nice, too.”

She smacked my stomach, eyes narrowing with mock severity. “Don’t go too far, or I won’t do this.”

“Do what?” I asked, and then my whole body stiffened as her hand slid down to cup my cock, her fingers long and cool as she encircled my shaft. She gave it a gentle squeeze then worked her hand up to the head, slowly, teasingly, only to pull back down.

“This,” she said, voice a breathy whisper. 

My whole body was on edge, alive to sensation, focused on her grip as she worked my shaft up and down, without urgency, without enough pressure to push me close to the edge. Just a gentle up and down, knuckles brushing against my abdomen, thumb occasionally rubbing at the underside of my head, then back down, pulling the skin taut.

I wanted to say something, something smooth, or seductive, or anything really, to not just lie there like a dolt, but it felt so intense, the very slowness of her stroke making it more so, and the fact that she was watching me, savoring my expression from so close - it was all I could do to not moan out loud.

She was half turned on her side toward me, arm reaching down over her broken one to grasp me. The posture squeezed her cleavage into sharp relief, and my eyes rested on her parted lips for just a moment before traveling down her chest to where the quilt teasingly covered her just above the nipples.

Oh god but Brielle had fantastic tits. Full, freckled, smooth and pert, large enough that I’d been able to sink my cock between them back during the fourth trial, to squeeze them around my shaft as I’d titty fucked her with abandon.

The corner of her lips quirked up, and with her other hand she tugged down the sheet just an inch, revealing her nipples. 

I couldn’t help it. This time I did groan, and she squeezed me a little tighter, began to pump my cock just a little faster.

“You ever dream this would happen?” she asked, voice husky, intimate, close. “That you’d get a hand job from a princess? From me?”

“No,” I whispered, voice shaky, trying to not rock my hips back and forth with her stroke. 

“Nor me,” she said, moving her face a little closer so that our noses nearly touched. “When I first saw you I was outraged. Furious. I wanted to belittle you, mock you, break you. Now? Now I’m in bed with you, naked. Wanting to watch you come. Will you come for me, Noah?”

“Oh fuck,” I groaned, pressing the heels of my palms into my eyes as she worked me with terrible skill and confidence. Her voice. It was driving me wild. The wicked edge to it. The amusement, the subtle cruelty as she watched me writhe under her touch, - cruelty that aroused me even more. 

“Yes, like that,” she said, bringing her lips to my cheek, her crimson locks tickling my nose and lips, her touch electric. “Come for me, Noah. I want you to come all over me. I order you. As your princess, I command you to come.”

I strained as she pumped me faster, dropping my hands and reaching for her, trying to kiss her, but she laughed and pulled back, evading my touch. 

“You touch me when I tell you to. Not before.”

“Fuck,” I said, wanting nothing more than to cup her breasts, squeeze them, work her nipples between my fingers. I wanted to roll atop her, spread her thighs and sink deep into her pussy, to bury myself to the hilt, lose myself inside her, let loose and fuck her till the whole universe exploded.

But her mocking smile held me transfixed, and then it was too late - my orgasm arose within me, a great, overpowering release as my whole body climaxed, my muscles clenching as I lifted my ass right off the bed, breath locking in my body and then exhaling in a tremendous gasp as I fell back down.

“There,” whispered Brielle, still working me, her smile almost feline in its self-satisfied contentment. “Just like that.”

I gasped for breath, cock still twitching in her grasp and not going limp. Finally, she released me and lay back, turning to look up at the ceiling, that subtle smile still on her full lips, her eyes closing as she made herself comfortable.

“Now,” she said. “It’s my turn.”

I propped myself up on one arm and gazed down at her, devouring her perfect body as I pulled the quilt away altogether. The many scrapes and bandages sobered me some, reduced that animal desire to possess her, but replaced it instead with a desire to make her scream, to make her come just as I had.

Fuck, but I wish I’d had more experience with this kind of thing. That I could be as confident and talented as she’d been.

Hand shaking, I reached out and touched her cheek, feeling as if I were being vouchsafed some rare privilege. Traced the line of her jaw, then ran my thumb over her lips. Her quiet smile remained, but she didn’t kiss my touch, didn’t react. It was like worshipping a statue of feminine perfection. 

Down her neck, then over her chest to cup her breast, feel its full, rounded weight in my palm, firm until I squeezed at which point it felt deliciously soft. I traced circles around her nipple, watching as subtle bumps rose up across her areola at my touch, then ran my thumb over her nipple proper, back and forth, and her breath hitched, just the slightest check, and I grinned, some of my confidence returning.

I moved closer, propped my head on my palm, and then allowed my hand to drift down over her ribs, the bandages there, to the smooth of her stomach, fingertips trailing around her belly button down to her pussy - only to move around it to her thigh, surprising her at the last second.

She turned her head slightly upon the pillow, closing her eyes a little harder as she fought her own desires.

Down to her knee, then I pushed her leg open, onto its side, revealing the inner thigh, smooth as marble up which I caressed her, slowly, growing ever more slow as I drew closer, teasing her, right up to her pussy then back up and around it, to her mound, her crimson hair trimmed not too long ago, and there I traced lazy circles over her mons, delighting in the feel of her wiry hair.

Brielle breathed deeply moved her hips in a subtle manner, opening herself up just a fraction more, and I watched, mesmerized, as her inner lips slowly came apart, held together to the last by her own wetness.

I slid my fingers down the outside of her pussy, my touch as light as I could make it, wanting to make her gasp, wanting to make her yearn for it. 

And as if sensing what I was about, Brielle’s smile grew a touch smugger and she relaxed onto the bed as if refusing to dance to my song.

So I leaned down and took her nipple in my mouth as I slid a finger inside her, skipping the expected teasing to luxuriate in her slick heat as I squeezed her nipple between my lips.

Brielle gasped, surprised, lifting her shoulders a fraction off the bed and then wincing as her broken arm was jostled. 

“You OK?” I asked, pulling back.

“Don’t you dare stop,” she said, eyes narrowed.

“Yes ma’am,” I said, grinning as I lowered my lips back to her breast.

“Your Highness,” she corrected.

“You don’t have to call me that,” I said, pulling back briefly again before taking more of her breast in my mouth.

“Asshole,” she murmured as I slid a second finger inside her, working her clit gently with my thumb. I slowly slid in and out of her, enjoying how her breathing grew shallower, how she trembled minutely as she fought the urge to move with me, licking and suckling on her breast.

I moved with greater urgency, letting her guide me, teasing her clit with greater assurance, moving to the other breast and then back. Her breathing grew quicker, her control started to slip, her face turning from one side of the pillow to the other as if caught in the grips of a dream.

“Ready to come, your highness?”

“Yes,” she groaned, raising her knees and spreading them. “Yes.”

I began to curl my fingers up as I drew my hand out, stroking the top of her canal, seeking her g-spot. “You ever been finger fucked by a commoner, your highness?”

Brielle froze, then grasped my wrist and pulled my hand free.

“What?” I asked, sitting up.

“Nothing,” she said. “We’re done.”

She wouldn’t meet my eyes. Yanked the quilt back up over herself and turned to stare away.

“Hey. Brielle.” My fingers glistened with her wetness. I didn’t know what to do with my hand. “Hey, what just happened?”

“I changed my mind,” said Brielle, voice cold and hard. “Women are allowed to do that, Noah, princesses more so.”

“Was it that commoner thing I said?” She didn’t respond, her whole body stiff. “Hey, I was just - I don’t know - talking shit to drive you a little crazy. I didn’t mean anything by it.”

“Enough, Noah.” That voice could have quelled a rioting mob. “I understand that you’re socially inept, but please have enough tact to shut up now.”

“Hey!” Confusion became shot through with anger. “So you can say whatever you want, whenever you want, but -”

She turned to stare at me, eyes burning with fury. “If you don’t leave me alone right now I’ll leave this cottage and maybe this town. Shut. Up.”

My head jerked back and I blinked at her, so surprised that I didn’t even know what to say till it was too late - she turned away once more and lay there, staring out at nothing.

Frustration and helplessness filled me. So she had been finger fucked by a commoner? Or she hadn’t, and that reminded her of her privileged lifestyle that she apparently hated so much? Or…? I’d no idea. But where she’d been teasing and intimate with me before, she now lay there, furious and cold and distant like a complete stranger I’d made unwelcome advances toward on a bus. 

“Fine,” I said, climbing out of the bed. I washed my hands in what little water remained in the bucket, and then picked up my filthy clothing. “Whatever.”

I dressed in furious jerks, grabbed my cloak and then looked for Shard before realizing it was being held by the guards. Brielle lay still the whole time, staring at the wall. 

I paused at the door, anger warring with confusion, and then shook my head and stepped outside into the darkness. 

It was snowing. I paused and lifted my palm, turning so that what faint light came through the cottage windows would catch the flakes as they settled in my palm.

No, not snowing. Large flakes of ash were falling from the sky.

“What the fuck?” I asked, looking up. “There a volcano ‘round here?”

“No,” said a familiar voice. Rosanna. She was seated on the porch of the cottage across from me, a shadow on a rocking chair. “When the wind blows north by northwest over the hills, ash gets picked up from the trees higher up and deposited across the valley.”

“Lovely,” I said, wiping my palm on the seat of my pants. “I love Ghogiel.”

I stood there, frowning at where she sat, her chair creaking as she rocked back and forth. I didn’t know where to go. What to do. Now that I was outside, I felt lost.

“Want a drink?” she asked.

I hesitated, but not for long. “Sure. That sounds like exactly what I need.” So I crossed the trail, stepped up onto her small porch, and spotted a stool on the other side of the door which I pulled up.

Rosanna had been knitting, I saw and dropped the half-finished thing in her lap to reach down for a small earthenware jug. This she unstoppered and extended toward me.

“No cups?” I asked, taking the jug.

“What’s in there is strong enough to keep the mouth clean. No need. And I hate doing dishes.”

“Fair enough,” I said, sniffing at the jug. Some kind of whiskey, maybe? I took a sip. Tart, fiery liquid filled my mouth and burned when I swallowed in a way that left a trail of widening warmth behind it. 

“This is good,” I said, surprised, taking a larger gulp.

“I know. I make it myself. Besides helping Emilia it’s how I get by here in Harthome.”

I handed the jug back, her fingers touching mine for a moment, then took a generous sip herself. My eyes were adjusting, and I could now make out her striking features. Her thick hair was done up in a bun, her figure hidden in the depths of a formless coat. 

“You keeping watch on us out here?” I asked, some of my belligerence spilling over.

“Yes.” She took another sip and handed the jug over to me. “Oh, nobody told me to. We’re not that paranoid. Where would you go at night? But I wanted to make sure you didn’t take it into your heads to do any exploring at night.”

“Why not?” I took another sip. It tasted delicious. Like a rich, mellow bourbon. “You guys hiding something here?”

I could sense her smile, hear it in her words. “More that we might not want a stranger knocking on random doors and disturbing people who are already worried about your being here.”

I sat up a little straighter. “Why are you guys worried about us?”

Rosanna resumed rocking. “Ghogiel isn’t a friendly place, Noah. Strangers are usually bad news, sooner or later.”

“You think we’re bad news?”

“I’m not sure. I want to like you, give you a chance. But there’s only so many times you can be hurt by wandering folk before you learn not to trust your instincts.”

I nodded and turned the jug about in my hands. “Fair enough. Say, you seen any other women come through recently? Traveling by themselves or alone?”

“Recently? As in within the last week or two? No. Why? Part of Brielle’s entourage?”

“Oh.” My hope guttered as quickly as it had risen. “Yeah, you could say that.”

A moment of silence. I could feel her studying me. “Brielle really is a princess?”

“Yeah,” I said, trying to keep the bitterness from my voice.

“And you’re her friend? What does that make you? A royal consort?”

“Hardly,” I said with a snort. I was starting to feel the drink. A warmth was suffusing me, relaxing me, easing some of the tension I’d left the cottage with. “But aren’t we supposed to leave our questions for the council?”

“Pfft,” said Rosanna. “How about we play a game? We take turns asking each other questions.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll go first. Where are all the men? Other than Bernard I’ve only seen old guys or younger kids.”

Rosanna rocked back and forth a few times, and just when I thought she wasn’t going to answer, she spoke up. “They were recruited to go fight. Had no choice in the matter. We’re still praying for their return.”

I gave a sober nod. With Ghogiel’s fall to Lilith, the odds of any soldier coming back from a resistance fight were slender to none. No wonder it was a sore subject. 

“My turn,” said Rosanna. “You’re not from Ghogiel at all, are you? Not some distant land like Emilia thinks.”

“You’re right,” I said. “We’re visitors here.” I paused, and could almost sense her raising her eyebrow, waiting for me to elaborate, but I just grinned at her, having answered her question, and took another swig. “How do you guys keep the Cyclops and whatever else is out there away?”

“Magic,” she said, with the same amused brevity that I’d just employed. But I didn’t mind - I smiled instead, amused at her ploy, and also happy that her answer made sense. I knew next to nothing about what magic could do, but it made sense that there’d be some skill that would keep evil monsters away, or perhaps even hide the village altogether from them. Which might be why it was so easy for Brielle and me to find Harthome - we weren’t part of Lilith’s brood.

“Since you’re forcing me to be specific, why did you both come to Ghogiel? Holiday?”

“Ha, no.” I winced as I moved my shoulder back and forth. Ash was still falling in large flakes over the street and houses. If I looked at it just right, I could almost pretend it was a cozy Christmas scene. “Brielle and I are looking to just pass through, head on to… fuck. I don’t even remember the name. Gamadron?”

“Tagimron?” asked Rosanna, clearly surprised. “Even if you could find a way to get there - which you can’t - why would you? It’s supposed to be even worse than here.”

“My turn to ask the question.” I leaned back against the cottage wall. Considered taking another sip, but felt buzzed enough already. Damn, but that had been fast. Then again, empty stomach. What did I want to ask her? “Why’s it impossible to get to Taggyron?”

“Tagimron,” corrected Rosanna. “There’s only one known portal to the other spheres. If you’d arrived before, when this was still Chokmah, you could have entered the tower easily and passed through. Now?” She gave a bitter laugh. “The tower at the center of Ghogiel is occupied now by the Hindering Ones. It would be suicide to even get within miles of the tower, much less get inside.”

“Well, my friends and I are good at suicide missions.” I only half meant that as a joke. “We’ll see how hard it is when we get there. If I can find my other friends first. I mean, I will find them.”

What had my question been? Oh wait, it was her turn.

Rosanna reached out and took the jug once more. It was much lighter now. I’d have to ask to take a dozen of them with us when we set out again to help combat the cold. I felt delicious heated up from the core outward. 

“So. Tagimron. Why would you even want to go there?”

I sighed. “Not like I want to. More like I don’t have a choice.” The lights in Emilia’s cottage snuffed out. I frowned. Brielle was going to sleep. Not waiting for me to come back so we could talk it over, I saw. Not even willing to leave the light on to guide me back. 

I realized I hadn’t quite answered Rosanna’s question. “I’m supposed to be the Savior, you see. I’ve got to get to Malkuth and kill Lilith.” I shrugged. “That’s the goal at least.”

Rosanna gave a husky laugh. “Good looking and funny. Seriously though, why go to Tagimron?”

I grinned. I’d never chatted up a girl at a bar in my whole life. The closest I’d ever come was nursing drinks at The Monkey Bar in Ruddock as I tried to summon the nerve to go say hi to somebody. I never did. But in my dreams, this is how it would have gone if I’d had: a good buzz, an attractive, intelligent young woman for company, easy laughter, easy conversation. My fantasies had never been corny enough to actually have the women I’d dreamed of calling me good looking and funny, but I wouldn’t turn it down now.

“I’m serious,” I said. “I was summoned to Bastion, underwent the Five Trials, nearly died a whole bunch of times, got myself five companions, and then passed through the gate at the very end right here to Ghogiel. It’s been shit ever since we arrived, but yeah.”

Rosanna snorted again, but this time with less conviction, as if determined to not fall for an obvious lie. Then she stopped rocking. “You’re serious?”

“Yep.” I stretched with a wince and reached out for the jug. “That’s my magic sword you guys are holding by the gate. I’ll be wanting that back, of course. Brielle’s my companion. I’m the freakin’ savior. Joke’s on the universe, though. I don’t feel like much of one. One week into the job and I’ve already almost died three times, with the greatest threat being dehydration.”

“You’re a savior.” Wonder and tension in her voice. “You swear this?”

“Yeah, you’re right, a savior. There’s been a bunch before me.” I took a swig from the jug once more. “And sure, I’ll swear it. Why? You seen other saviors before?”

“One passed through ages ago.” Something akin to reverence in her voice, or perhaps awe. “Ilandro, he was called. Looked like a hero out of a song.”

“The name sounds familiar. And what are you saying? I don’t look like that?” I know I didn’t, but it felt good to tease, to put her on the spot.

“Oh, you’ve got the looks. Just a little dirtier than he was.” Amusement there, and perhaps something else. “I’ll be damned. You’re a savior. That explains your relationship with Brielle.”

“Sure,” I said, knowing nothing of the sort. My ‘relationship’ with Brielle was far beyond me.

“All right, so my next question.”

“Wait, it’s my turn. You just asked about Taggyron.”

“Tagimron,” she said, taking the jug back. “And you just asked if I didn’t think you looked like a hero out of a song.”

“Wait, that counted? It was - fine.”

“You got something out of it, didn’t you?” Again, that sly tone, that amusement and something more that warmed me further. She took another sip. “Learned that I’m attracted to you. So, my question: are you exclusive with your companions?”

I blinked. Had I learned that? Rosanna was attracted to me? I sat up a little straighter. Girls just didn’t say that to me. Not to Noah Kilmartin of Ruddock, Ohio. Not striking, attractive women like Rosanna.

But I wasn’t just Noah Kilmartin any longer. I was the freaking savior, wasn’t I? Perhaps that made me more desirable, like how being famous or a rock star or a millionaire made a certain kind of girl more interested. 

“Wait, what?” How much had I had to drink? “Am I exclusive with Brielle? No, I’ve got four other companions out there.”

“Not what I was asking,” said Rosanna, voice low. “But I’ll rephrase.” She set the jug down on the boards with a subtle clunk and then eased out of her rocking chair, lowering herself to her knees between my legs. I sat back as she ran her hands up my thighs, nails scratching grooves in the canvas of my pants. “I wanted to know if you’re exclusive to your companions.”

“Oh,” I said, throat closing up some. I tried to gather my wits, but every part of me that wasn’t stunned was loving the sight of Rosanna kneeling between my thighs, her face upturned to mine, how good her fingers felt on my legs. To be this desired, for something like this to be so easy, without the madness of a trial or saving the universe compelling the other woman to be intimate with me. “Uh. No. Not exclusive.”

One of Rosanna’s hands moved all the way up my thigh to graze my crotch where my manhood was already straining. “Then if you’re not busy, I’d like to invite you inside.”

“Inside,” I repeated, then rubbed my face in an attempt to wake up, gather my wits. I wanted to go inside her cottage. Wanted to very, very much. Rosanna had a distinctive, uncommon beauty, an angularity and strength to her that had caught my attention even when I’d been half dead to the world, a force of personality and intensity that had impressed and intimidated me at once. The idea of fucking her - “But, wait. Why?” I had to be careful. I couldn’t just do things without thinking. “You said earlier that strangers have fucked you over. If so, why fuck me?”

Rosanna sat back on her heels. “The men left Harthome years ago. I’m not interested in Bernard, or those he’s offered, like has his son. I’m not interested in women, though I don’t judge those who are or take comfort in each other’s arms. You’ll most likely leave tomorrow, or the day after. You’re a handsome man. Attractive. Well spoken. Strong. Is it so strange that I’d want to take advantage of this opportunity? To want to be fucked? And by a savior no less?”

She leaned forward again, fingertips carving trails up my thighs to rub the flat of her palm against my straining cock. “No strings. No need for promises. We don’t even have to talk. You can just pull up my skirt, bend me over my table, and pound me till I scream.”

I leaned back with a despairing inhalation, trying to process, to not be overcome by desire, overwhelmed by having those words said straight to my face in real life. 

And why not? It wasn’t like Brielle was burning a candle for me. Not like I’d sworn to remain celibate for the rest of my life. What harm in releasing some stress with a willing partner?

Rosanna rose to her feet, took my hand, and gathered up her skirts with the other. I watched, eyes wide, as she guided my hand up between her legs, her movements sure, unhurried, her eyes locked on mine all the while.

She wasn’t wearing panties. I felt her pussy lips, sticky dampness between them. Even in the thin, cold air, I could make out her musky scent. 

Slowly Rosanna guided my hand back and forth, her grip on my wrist strong. “I need to be fucked, Noah.” Her voice low, intense. “I need you to fuck me.” Then she leaned forward, dropping her skirt so that it fell about my wrist, and pressed her lips to my ears. Inhaled, and when she whispered her next word, it was accompanied by warm, humid breath that tickled my ear and sent a jolt of electricity right down to my balls.

“Please,” she whispered.

I stood up.

She took my hand and pulled me into the cabin. It was warm inside, a single candle burning in a wide dish by the bed, but she didn’t move in that direction, instead taking hold of her shapeless dress and peeling it up over her head in one fluid motion to discard it to the side, walking away from me as she undid her bun so that her full head of hair cascaded down to almost touch her round buttocks, my eyes devouring the subtle play of muscles along the small of her back, her taut thighs, her full calves. 

Rosanna stepped up to the wall, parted her legs, and placed both hands flat before her as if ready to be frisked by the cops.

I followed. Unbuckled my belt, lowered my pants enough to draw out my cock and stepped up right behind her. Through the warm haze of the whiskey I admired her body, strong without being overly muscular, alluringly curved at the hips, her full ass, her breasts hanging free as she leaned forward. 

I’d just come half an hour ago but you’d never have known it. My cock was rock hard. 

Rosanna didn’t move. Didn’t look back at me. Just parted her feet a little wider and lowered her head so that her hair poured down the side of her back and became a curtain, hiding her face.

I reached down and grasped her ass cheeks, parted them so that I could see the dark star of her asshole, the glistening slit beneath it, her full, untrimmed bush. With one hand I pushed my cock down, along the crack of her ass, down to rest between her lips, and then, sensing her need, I rocked my hips forward and slid inside her.

Fuck, but I was never going to get tired of pussy. 

She groaned and squeezed as I slid deeper and deeper, all the way in, till her ass was pressed against me. I grasped her by her hips, fingers digging deep, and began to fuck her. Hard. She pushed back against me, our bodies smacking together each time I slid all the way home.

It felt so fucking good. I didn’t know anything about her. Just her first name. My first one-night stand. No complications. No expectations. Just this. This moment shared between us. My cock pumping into her over and over again as her long hair swayed from side to side, fast and hard.

Something was different, though. Even though it felt amazing, I felt like I could do it forever. Coming with Brielle had taken the edge off. Now I felt like I could go a whole marathon without losing my control, could pound Rosanna to pieces without breaking my stride. 

I reached up and took hold of one of her arms, grasped it just above the wrist, then the other. She remained bent over while I leaned back, holding tight, fucking her faster and deeper for the angle.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Like that. Make it hurt. Harder. Fuck me harder.”

Her words were oil thrown on my fire. I picked up the pace, grunting each time I slid home, her pussy clenching me like a tight, wet fist, her buttocks shivering each time they slammed against me.

I leaned back, and then further back, hammering into her so that her hair leaped up and down, then roughly, with no warning, I hauled her upright, released her arms to take hold of her by the throat, lifting her chin so that my cheek was against hers, my other hand reaching around to clasp one of her breasts, squeezing it cruelly as I fucked her even harder.

“Yes,” she hissed, voice bruised with her heavy breathing, arm reaching up and back to bury her fingers in my hair. “Fuck. Fuck!”

And like that she came, convulsed on my shaft, her whole body trembling, but I didn’t stop. Something drove me to fuck her harder, push through her orgasm, tread over it roughshod as she cried out over and over again as I slid in and out even faster. Her voice rose up in something akin to panic as she was drowned in pleasure, and just when it seemed she could take it no more I shoved her down, bent her right over so that her hands touched the ground and she was bent nearly in two.

I could feel her orgasm rolling through her pussy, making it squeeze my cock over and over as she kept coming. She was flexible, didn’t mind the pose, and I held onto her hip with one hand as I stuck my thumb in my mouth then parted her ass cheeks and pressed the tip into her ass. 

She cried out in surprise and I nearly stopped, a moment of sanity cracking through my rough desire, a shocking realization that I hadn’t even asked, and then she laughed, a throaty groan, and looked up at me, her smile pale in the candlelight.

“Like that,” she said. “Don’t fucking stop.”

I’d lost my pace, but at the sight of her wicked smile I went right back at it, all the while pushing my thumb deeper and deeper into her ass, all the way in till I could hold her like a fucking bowling ball, the other hand still on her hip, yanking her back onto my cock.

Then she stepped forward, disengaging, and I nearly staggered over, my balance obviously having taken a hit from the booze. 

“Just because you’re the savior,” she said, placing one hand on the wall again. “Come here.”

I stepped forward, unsure, and she spat in her palm then reached back to grasp my cock and guide me toward her.

Arched her back, perked up her ass, then released the wall to pull a cheek aside, spreading herself completely open so as to press my cock against her asshole.

Again over her shoulder. “You ever fucked a girl in the ass before?”

“No,” I said, eyes feeling glazed, my mind stupid with lust, my cock seeming to swell even harder and bigger so that it looked like it was made of rebar.

“Then I get to be your first,” said Rosanna. “Gentle. I’ll push back onto you.”

And I watched, eyes wide, as she did just that, easing herself onto my cock, guiding it with her hand, ass cheek pulled aside. She was so tight. I knew I’d never fit. I leaned into her, but she moved away.

“Let me,” she said, and I nodded.

Again she leaned back, working my cock head up and down in minute movements, and I felt her sphincter slowly widen, give way before the constant pressure, and then suddenly, without warning, I slipped inside, a good inch, my cock lubricated by her pussy juices as much as her spit, and she stopped, froze cold as she took me in, and I groaned deep in my chest at how ridiculously tight and amazing it felt.

“Easy,” she whispered, pulsing back and forth, taking me in a little deeper each time. “Like that. Just… like that.”

I watched as my cock slowly disappeared into her ass. I’d never felt anything so tight. So insane. Like an idiot I kept telling myself, I’m fucking her in the ass. My dick’s in her fucking ass. As if the very act itself was as arousing as the physical sensations. 

Deeper, slowly, ever deeper, until with a sigh she pushed back and took all of me. I throbbed within her, and slowly she moved her hips in a circle so that I seemed to stir her, swell within her even further.

“Fuck, Noah.” Amusement checked by the intensity of the sensation. Pleasure? Pain? I couldn’t tell. “Now. Slow.”

I eased out, felt how easy it was to retract, then just before I popped out altogether pushed back in. I took hold of her arm just below the elbow, her hip, and worked my way deeper, moving faster than I should but unable to control myself, needing that friction, that heat.

She gasped again, and then I withdrew, faster, all the way, too far. My cock slipped out, but she grasped it with her free hand. 

“Spit on it,” she said, looking at me sidelong over her shoulder. “Go on.”

I did so, then slid back inside her. A few more thrusts and I started to pick up speed. She grunted and took it, putting a hand on the wall again, a fine sheen of sweat breaking out across her back, and again I marveled at what we were doing, how insane it felt, how fucking intimate even though it was with a stranger. 

Soon I was sliding into her fast and hard, harder, and I wrapped an arm around her stomach, grabbed a fistful of her hair with the other and pulled her back so that she was pressed full long against me. My hand slid down her stomach to cup her pussy, and I fondled her clit, slid my fingers inside her, wondering if I’d be able to feel my cock sliding in and out of her ass just a fraction of an inch away.

It was too much. She was moaning, turning her head from side to side, clenching her cheeks against me and with a curse I came, sliding in as hard as I could, staggering forward to press her against the wall, lifting her up onto the balls of her feet as I groaned and came over and over again, filling her ass with my seed, her cry rising up with mine - and then I was done.

I pulled away, slipping free, and she remained against the wall, sobbing for breath, face covered with her hair, body gleaming in the candlelight. I tucked myself away, tightened my belt, unsure of myself, wondering if I’d gone too hard, too far. 

But I didn’t know what to say. Didn’t even know how I felt about myself. What had come over me, about what we’d just done. We’d not done anything wrong - she’d invited me to, guided me, could have stopped at any time - but somehow the intensity of it, the intimacy, the novelty, combined with the fact that I knew nothing about her - made it hard to know what to say. 

Rosanna pushed away from the wall and gathered her hair, twisted it into a thick rope and walked across the room to a wardrobe from which she pulled out a robe. This she wrapped around herself before walking back to me and laying a hand on my chest.

“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, Noah. Was that too much for you?”

“No,” I said immediately. “I was just - you know - concerned that -”

“You’re sweet. I liked it,” she said. “Don’t worry about me. I’m glad we got to share this before things come to an end.” She reached up and kissed the corner of my mouth. “Good night.”

“Good night,” I said automatically, then realized what she meant. “Oh. Right. Yeah.” I smoothed down the front of my shirt, took a deep breath, then stepped toward the front door.

Gone was that machine-like power. That rough, almost beast-like lust. I felt strangely vulnerable and exposed for having gone there. For having shown her that side of myself. 

“That was, um -”

“Good night, Noah,” she said again. I felt doors closing within those words and finally took my cue. 

“Sweet dreams.” I opened the door and stepped out into the dark.

It closed behind me. I heard a latch drop into place.

Blowing into my hands, I gazed across the trail at Emilia’s house. The windows were still dark. I wasn’t ready to head in there just yet, smelling of Rosanna and whiskey. So instead I sat down on the rocking chair and just stared at the falling ash, faintly visible against the low, pale clouds, more a sense of surging movement in the dark then individual flakes.

“Fuck,” I groaned, and then couldn’t help but grin. Maybe Ghogiel wasn’t as bad as I’d thought.

 


Chapter 6

 


 

I was roused from my stupor by a stiff shake of my shoulder. Cursing I sat up, heard Brielle groan and do the same by my side. 

Emilia’s bed was surrounded by a half dozen individuals. One of them held a lantern, and in its glow I made out Bernard, his son, and four older men I didn’t recognize. They held drawn blades and their faces were grim.

“What the hell?” I asked, rubbing at the side of my face, feeling the dull pulse of a hangover.

“Up,” said Bernard, voice flat.

“What is the meaning of this?” asked Brielle, voice shaking with outrage. “If you think -”

One of the older men slapped her, hard enough to knock her into my shoulder.

I raised my hand and seized those severed wires in my core, in the depths of my being, grabbed hold of them tight and allowed electricity to coruscate up through my arm and out my palm to slam into the man and lift him off his feet, hurl him back against the cottage wall in a dazzling display of searing white light.

Pain exploded in the back of my head and the walls and ceiling slid around. People were shouting, an arm clamped about my throat, and I was hauled out of bed, heels knocking on the bed frame then kicking uselessly against the floor. 

Brielle was cursing, her words lost in the shouting, and then a blindfold was yanked about my face with cruel strength and the world went dark. I opened my mouth to shout and a fist slammed into my gut, driving my breath clear out of my lungs and followed almost immediately by hot bile. I retched, spattering vomit across someone who cursed and backhanded me across the face.

“Out with them,” said Bernard, breathing heavily. “Get Emilia in here.”

“No point,” said a voice. “Kiri’s dead. Bastard killed him.”

Someone lifted me up straight and then punched me straight in the chest, a thumping blow that creaked my ribs and caused me to stagger and fall. The world was spinning, even without my sight, my head was being split open by a demon with a hammer and chisel, and I could feel the urge to vomit again floating at the back of my throat.

My hands were bound behind my back and I was dragged across the floor and out into the cold air. It was still night, pre-dawn perhaps. I could get a sense of soft gray light. I stumbled and fell, the men escorting me taking no pains to help me along, and was yanked back up and shoved forward once more. 

Only then did I have the wit to wonder what had happened: what had we done? Rosanna? Had I broken some rule by fucking her? It was the only thing I could think of. 

Up the trail, toward what I guessed was the town square. I could barely feel the power of levenbolt in my depths, enough perhaps to get off another strike, but at whom? And how, with my hands bound behind my back? 

Brielle was laying into whoever was escorting her behind us, her fury eloquent and devastating, but I knew it was too late. These men were way past changing their minds.

“Bernard,” I said. “What’s going on? What happened?”

No answer. 

The trail leveled out. I felt warmth flickering across my face. Saw shadows dancing around the edges of my blindfold. Tested my bonds. They were firmly tied. 

A hand clamped down on my shoulder and forced me to my knees. The ash cushioned the impact. The blindfold was pulled away, and I blinked and saw that I was beside the well, gazing at a half dozen men and women who stood in a semi-circle about us, their faces grave, their eyes flat and hard and gleaming in the torchlight.

“What the hell?” I asked, trying to sound angry and not scared. “What is this?”

An old man, wispy-bearded and bald, his skin liver-spotted and his back hunched, worked his lips as if frantically gumming something so as to clear his mouth and speak.

“Careful,” said Bernard from behind me. “He throws lightning.”

“Hmmph,” said the old man. “Then why remove his blindfold, you fool? Hurry up, put it on.”

Before I could protest I was blinded once more, the cloth cinched cruelly tight and tied off.

My heart was hammering, my head even more so, and I couldn’t collect my thoughts, gather the right words for my fear and anger. 

Brielle, however, had no such difficulty. “I won’t make idle threats,” she said. “You’re going to die for this impertinence if you don’t release us at once.”

“No, no, I don’t think we’ll be doing that, no,” said the old man. “Though I appreciate the sentiment. I just wanted to lay eyes on you before you left.”

Hope surged within me. Being kicked out of Harthome was better than a dozen other things I’d just imagined. “What’s happening?” I tried not to sound plaintive, but the hangover made it hard. “Why are you doing this?”

“He doesn’t sound like a savior,” said a new voice, that of an old woman.

Brielle hissed by my side. 

“Doesn’t look like one either,” said someone else.

“How do we know he wasn’t lying? Puffing himself up to get in her drawers?”

I spluttered, but couldn’t get a word in.

“Do you think me so easily deceived?” Rosanna. “I tested him as we coupled. He is indeed a savior, hard as that is to believe.”

Grumbling from the elders.

“Noah?” Brielle’s disbelieving whisper.

Fuck.

“If Rosanna claims it, then I believe it,” said the old man. “Her spells haven’t failed us before. Bernard, are you ready?”

“Yes sir,” said Bernard. “Packed and ready to go.”

“Wait, wait damn it!” My voice nearly cracked from frustration and embarrassment. “Go where? Why?”

“To the Black Tower,” said the old man, tone bleak. “To be delivered to Lilith. As to why?” His laughter was bitter. “In this matter we don’t have a choice. We’d be destroyed if she ever found out we sheltered you and failed to turn you in. No matter how much we’ve sacrificed for her.”

“Sacrificed…” My head spun. “Wait. You all are on Lilith’s side?”

“Poor Noah.” Rosanna’s voice, close by. “Did you really think we survive out here without little wall year after year because we fight off her followers and creations?”

“You bastards,” hissed Brielle. “Cowards. Cowards! You serve the enemy of creation? How stupid - how short-sighted -?”

“Yes, yes,” said the old man, voice testy. “We’ve heard it all before. Yet the other villages stand empty, don’t they, while here we are, living to see another dawn. And after delivering you to her, well. The rewards shall be ample. Perhaps even some of our men will be allowed to return.”

“But…” I didn’t even know where to begin berating myself. “She’s going to destroy everything. How does… I mean, you’re not going to survive that.”

A sigh. “Destroy everything? Fool child.” The old woman. “And rule over what, when she does? No. Change, yes. Destroy? No.”

“There’s no sense in arguing with them,” said Rosanna, voice almost sad. “He’s a savior. He can’t understand.”

“Agreed,” said the old man. “Very well. Head out when you’re ready, Bernard. May fortune favor you, and may you return to us soon.”

“Aye,” said Bernard. “Soon as I can. All right. Get ‘em up.”

Hands gripped me by the arms. I tried to wrench myself free to no avail. “Rosanna!” My shock was giving way to fury. A wild, desperate, horrified anger. I was so aghast I didn’t even want to curse her. “Rosanna!”

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice close now, only a foot away. And she did sound sorry. “You were sweet, Noah. Alas.”

I was hauled away, stumbling and tripping, back down the trail, back and forth along the switchbacks, and soon was shivering from the pre-dawn chill. Strong hands grasped my arms at all times, precluding any hope of escape, but they were unnecessary. My thoughts were spinning, my mortification total, my anger battling my shame for control.

Rosanna. How could she have done this to me? Betray me, sure, but fuck me like that and then betray me? Hot damn. I’d never been fucked on so many levels at the same time.

I reached out and sensed for Brielle. There she was, only a few yards away from me, a red glow against the darkness of my blindfold. Good. We weren’t being separated. Though I had no idea how I’d face her after this. 

I spent the morning sunk in misery, marching down the road with my blindfold on, tugged along by a rope looped around my neck. I didn’t even have the spirit to protest and ask that my arms be tied before me, or the blindfold removed. Why would they agree? They’d all seen me kill their friend with a blast of lighting. 

We stopped after what felt like ten hours of stumbling through the nightmarish dark, and I was shoved down to sitting at the side of the road onto the ashen grass. The previous rains had left the ground muddy, and in moments my pants were soaked through.

“Now, we’re going to remove your blindfold and unbind your hands so you can feed yourselves,” said Bernard. “But we’re going to keep arrows trained on you the whole time and that rope ‘round your neck. One false move and I’ll be apologizing for delivering a dead savior instead of a live one. We clear?”

I didn’t answer, bitterness twisting my mouth into a tight line.

“Or we can just skip your lunch altogether. What’s it to be? Speak up now.”

“Clear,” I said.

“Clear,” said Brielle by my side.

Hands unfastened my wrists and then removed the blindfold, and I blinked and rubbed away the stars at the sudden brightness of the day. We were on the road, on an identical stretch to everything Brielle and I had seen before. The only change was our companions and the loss of our packs. 

I rubbed at my wrists and looked at our escort. Five men, armored in boiled leather overlaid with metal hoops. Bernard, but not his son. These were all older men, most looking to be in their fifties, faces harrowed by hard lives and eyes narrowed in suspicion as they stared right back at me. Two had arrows drawn to their ears, just waiting for me to start muttering something arcane.

The sixth member made my heart sink. Rosanna, dressed in traveling leathers, her lustrous hair braided into a thick rope which she’d coiled at the crown of her head, a short blade at her hip and a talisman with the same rune I’d seen over Emilia’s door lying in plain view over her chest.

She stood with her arms crossed, gaze neutral, though I thought I saw a flicker of amusement in the depths of her eyes, the slight curve of her lips, and hated her for it.

“I’m not here to gloat or make things awkward,” she said, and something about her tone, how she’d been the one to speak first made me think she was in charge. “I’m here to make sure Lilith’s more mindless minions don’t bother us. Nothing more.”

“Witch,” said Brielle, though her tone was flat, without heat.

“Aye,” said Rosanna. “A minor one, to be sure, but with enough power to ward our group and get us to the tower safely.”

After a few more tense moments the archers relaxed their bows a fraction, keeping the arrows trained on us but no longer at full draw; even were I to try something, however, I doubted it would take them more than a second to pull and release. 

Two of the men set to making a campfire over which they erected a dusty tripod from which they hung a pot. Five minutes later the flames were licking the pot’s underside black as the soup within began to warm. Bernard dug out some thin bowls and set them by the fire while another man inspected the wooden spoons, frowning and cleaning them on the hem of his shirt, each in turn.

Rosanna sat apart from the group, facing down the road, and when the men started up a hushed conversation I was finally able to glance at Brielle without feeling too closely observed.

Her gaze was withering. 

Fuck. I looked down at my lap and wished I could just skip to a week from now after the worst of these conversations were over.

“Did you tell her what you were before or after you fucked her?” Her words were pitched low but lacked nothing for insidious malice.

“Before,” I said. Which in my mind made things worse, both for my stupidity and Rosanna’s cruelty. 

Brielle snorted softly. “To think I’d begun revising my opinion of you.”

I had no defense. My head was pounding. My mouth parched. My stomach felt queasy as if it had been filled with used Philly cheese steak paper wrappers, and I just didn’t have it in me to mount a spirited defense. “Yeah. Well, you’re not alone in revising your opinion of me. I’m not impressed either.”

“You fucked her,” said Brielle, sounding amazed, as if this fact were just dawning on her. “After what we had just gone through. After what you said to me. You just walked outside and found the closest woman and slept with her?”

“I…” Damn. I closed my eyes and grimaced. “I wasn’t in a good headspace after what happened to us.”

“Were you ever? How by the ten spheres did the Source ever think to entrust the fate of the universe to an idiot like you? How could you, Noah? Were you boasting? Trying to impress her? Did you trade our secrets for one night’s pussy?”

I winced and kept my eyes closed. There wasn’t a really good way to explain that I’d gotten drunker far quicker than I’d anticipated. That we’d been playing a game of Truth or Truth. That yes, I’d wanted to impress Rosanna. That I’d enjoyed her attention, her compliments, the sense that something could be easy and carefree and without consequences.

Without consequences.

I laughed bitterly under my breath. “Fuck me, but everything just sucks.”

“And you have no hand in that,” said Brielle. “You’re just a passive victim of this awful world. How pathetic. At least have the courage to claim your mistakes and admit you’ve ruined absolutely everything for a chance at some pussy.”

It felt like white-hot skewers were being pushed through my chest. I couldn’t deny anything she’d said. The desire to protest, to swear to her I’d never make the same mistake again, to promise I’d show her how I’d do better from now on was nearly overwhelming. But some vestige of self-dignity kept my mouth closed. Kept me from fulfilling the very worst stereotype I’d already begun to inhabit.

“Yeah,” I said at last, opening my eyes and looking at her. “This is on me. I fucked up. I own it.”

“Men,” said Brielle, again with that tone of wonder, but this time tinctured by disgust and pity. “So simple. So easily manipulated. So stupid. You really are like all the others, aren’t you Noah?”

“Well, to be honest, I haven’t met all the guys out there,” I said, unable to control myself, my own fear and anger finally giving vent. “I’ll take your word on that if you have.”

Her back stiffened and something subtle shifted in her expression. I had the temerity to hold her gaze for a few beats and then dropped my eyes. 

“Sorry,” I said.

She simply looked away.

I sighed. Great. Fucking great. Compound your tragically brilliant ability to fuck things up with the following need to insult those who are suffering for your mistakes. Savior material right here.

The meal was a watery broth livened by a few pale chunks of potato and what might once have been carrots. It was gone far too quickly, and I drank the cup of water in two gulps.

Soon my wrists were bound once more, my eyes blindfolded, and we were back up on our feet. 

The afternoon was interminable. I lost count of how many times I tripped and fell, and after a while stopped even tensing up as I did so, simply twisting myself as I crashed down up the road so as to take the impact on my shoulder. 

My thoughts sunk into a ruined coliseum peopled by my worst insecurities and doubts. I replayed last night over and over again in my mind. Rosanna’s answers to my questions, and how now I understood how perfectly ambivalent they’d been. She’d never specified to which side the men had gone to go fight. Never explained the source of the magic that defended the town. Had allowed me to hang myself with endless assumptions as I sought to shoehorn everything into my preferred narrative.

We were lead off the path as dusk fell, through the woods to what turned out to be a small glade with old tarps strung up between the larger branches. When my blindfold was removed I gazed around, amazed at how hard it would have been to spot this shelter even if we’d walked through the middle of it - the tarps were a drab, weathered gray, the ground covered in an unbroken layer of ash, but now that I saw it I realized just how neatly the setup would shield you from rain or ashfall, and how that subtle depression actually was a firepit, how that mound was a large pile of stacked logs.

Within moments a fire was blazing, the men were setting about erecting tents, and Brielle and I were sat down with our backs to two trees, the ropes that were locked to our collars tied about the trunk. We were given lukewarm bowls of the same vegetable broth, and then just as I was starting to get my bearings I was blindfolded once more, my hands tightly bound before me, my ankles trussed in a similar manner.

Brielle, with her broken arm, was left loose but for the collar; she’d demonstrated no magical abilities, and it was clear she wasn’t judged a threat. 

I sat and listened, trying to eavesdrop on the murmured conversations by the fire, but was unable to make out much. The men were subdued, their jokes subtle and eliciting little more than chuckles, and for the most part they seemed content to simply enjoy the heat. Being a good ten yards from the fire, I envied them that pastime. 

Nobody approached me. Nobody inquired to our comfort. I heard the men get up and move into their tents, but imagined that someone had been left on guard. The crackle and spit of the flames remained a constant. It grew colder. Soon I was shivering violently and tucking my chin to my chest. I curled up as best I could amongst the tree roots, laid my head on my arm, and spent a miserable night trying to sleep and mostly failing.

The next day was more of the same. The sharpness of my misery settled into a beleaguered fugue. The dark, continual canvas afforded by the blindfold allowed me to endlessly replay scenes from the past few weeks, though without fail my mind returned over and over again to my conversation with Rosanna. My braggadocio, the way I’d quickly gotten drunk, the cues I’d missed, the way she’d led me inside after already learning what she needed to know.

The men were tense but not unduly so; clearly, they didn’t expect any attacks. Conversation was kept to a minimum, and Brielle ignored me with such studied focus that you would think I’d simply vanished and no longer registered when her gaze swept past me.

Every now and then I reached out for Valeria, for Imogen and Emma.

Nothing.

That night I was tied once more to a tree. I asked for a blanket, for more food, but was simply ignored. My own voice sounded plaintive to my ears, so I resolved to keep my mouth shut from then on. 

I’d settled in for another excruciatingly long night when I heard someone walk up and stop just a yard from me.

And somehow I knew it was Rosanna.

I sat up straighter, twisting around to orient on her, hands curling into fists, heart speeding up.

“Hello, Noah. Don’t worry. Brielle’s not close enough to overhear.” Her voice was soft, reflective as if she’d only resolved to approach me after a long time debating whether she should.

“Rosanna,” I said, voice harsh with suppressed emotion. “What do you want?”

Silence, as if she herself didn’t know, then I heard her shift her weight. “To apologize, I suppose. I don’t regret what I did, but I do regret that it was necessary. You’ll laugh, but it’s been hard watching you these past few days.”

“My heart weeps for you,” I said, striving for the most dramatic and cutting language I could manage. “You’ve no idea.”

She chuckled. “Sure. I understand. I can leave if you want. Won’t talk to you again if you prefer, not till we reach the tower.”

I hesitated. The urge to tell her to go to hell was overwhelming. But I needed to find some advantage. Some angle that I could exploit to our benefit. If Rosanna’s guilt could prove a weakness… 

“No,” I said, voice hard. “You don’t have to go.”

“I’ve tried to think of a way that we could remove that blindfold and unbind your wrists, but with your knowledge of levenbolt - well. That would literally be suicidal.”

“I know. I don’t blame you for it.”

Another pause.

“Look. Nothing I can say will change what happened. How betrayed and upset you must feel. And that’s fine. I can live with what I did. But I’ve got an offer for you. One you’ll no doubt say no to, but I thought: why not just ask?”

I didn’t respond.

“We’ve got about six weeks of traveling before us. Two weeks before we reach Illington, where we’ll pick up a good twenty more guards to protect you. At the end of that time, you’ll be delivered to the Hindering Ones, and they’ll, in turn, take you to Malkuth where you’ll be given over to Lilith. That’s… effectively the end of the line for you.”

She paused, giving me a chance to comment.

I chose not to.

“What I’m offering is this: given the certainty of your doom, why not make the last few weeks of your life a little more comfortable, a little more pleasurable? I know an incantation that, with your consent, will prevent you from casting magic or acting to harm me. If you agree to have it cast on you, I’ll let you take off your blindfold and unbind your wrists. You can travel by my side. We can talk. Keep each other company. And at night, you don’t need to sleep at the base of a tree on a spread of roots. You can stay with me, and we can keep each other warm.”

I frowned, unsure as to what I’d just been offered. “You want me to become your fuck toy till you hand me over to Lilith?”

Again that husky laugh. “Sure. If you want to think of it that way. But before you just say no, consider this: your chances of escape won’t be great, but they’ll be a little better than what they are now. Maybe you can find a way to surprise me. Convince me to let you go. Maybe you’ll be given the opportunity to escape. Even if none of that happens, think how good it will be to hate-fuck me.”

She leaned in, voice growing even lower, and I felt her finger trace a line down my arm. “Think of the ways you could make me suffer in bed. How hard you could take me each night. The way you could make me scream. It might not change anything, but it would be… fun.”

I lowered my chin, wishing desperately I could see her face, could show her the disdain in my eyes. But even though dull anger pounded through me like a mallet against wet clay, I couldn’t deny the arousal that stirred in my crotch. I saw Rosanna bent before me again, hair hanging free, hands nearly about her ankles, my cock disappearing into her ass as she groaned in pain and pleasure -

“No, thank you.” My voice was brittle even to my own ears. “I think I’ve made enough universe-ending mistakes for a week. I’ll pass.”

“As I thought,” she said, moving back. “But I didn’t expect you to say yes all at once. Think about it. We’ve two weeks before I hand control of this group over to whoever’s in charge at Illington. Two weeks before it will be too late to try for an escape. Two weeks during which you’ll lose the opportunity to punish me any way you desire.”

Before I could respond she stood and walked away. I tugged fitfully at the ropes around my wrists, leaned into the bond that held me to the tree, and ground my teeth in frustration and anger. 

I wanted to lash out. Kick something, let my rage free in some physical release. Instead, I forced myself to center, to be still. Since I had no choice in the matter, no ability to do anything but make myself ridiculous, I instead did something I’d not done since leaving Bastion: I knelt, wincing at the pain in my legs, rested my hands in my lap, and lowered my chin, eyes closed.

Seiza. Kneeling meditation. It was how Sensei Rocco had begun each class. Only three minutes at a time, but as the years had passed those three minutes had grown at once timeless and as short as a moment. 

It took me forever to quit playing Rosanna’s words in my head. To let go of my curdling anger. To steady my breathing. But slowly, after god knows how long, I got there. I just sat, focusing on my breath, trying to ignore the pain in my knees. 

My head grew heavy. My shoulders slowly relaxed. The tension didn’t exactly melt away altogether, but by small degrees, I centered myself.

It took work. To let go of that ugly anger. That desire to punish Rosanna just as she wanted. The lust she had summoned despite the betrayal. I thought on Sensei Rocco instead. One of the best guys I’d ever met. Kind. Cheerful. Patient. Greeting me with a grin each time I stepped into the dojo as if my arrival was something special he’d been waiting for. Enthusiastic. Utterly dedicated to his martial arts, all of which he taught back to back, three hours each evening. Shotokan karate, Okinawan jiu-jitsu, and then aikido which I didn’t always stay for. 

Three years I’d trained with him. I’d won some minor tournaments, but mostly found a home away from home, a place where I could go each evening to get away from Emma and Michael’s happy relationship, my own situation at home, and do something that was mine alone, and do it well.

Or so I’d thought. Fighting in the trials had shown me the difference between training for a few years in high school with pads to actually fighting for your life against monsters armed with rusted blades, talons, and magic. 

I sighed. What would it be like to have Sensei Rocco with me now? What would he say? Advise me? The very thought of ‘punishing’ Rosanna felt wrong when I thought of my sensei’s simple, cheerful demeanor. In many ways, I’d learned my ideals of what was good and true from his example and our class discussions after seiza. Just thinking of him made the last of my ugly emotions slip away, leaving me, if not at peace, then once more in control of myself.

I breathed ever more slowly, mastering my aches, letting my thoughts wander. So much pain, so much fear, so much horror. I knew there was more to come. Far more than I could imagine. I was just beginning my universe-spanning quest. But for now. At this moment, I strove to let it all go. To rise above, and just… be. 

And in that moment, when I was at my most clear when I, at last, felt relaxed and myself, that’s when I sensed something.

Far away. 

So faint I could barely be sure.

Imogen.

 


Chapter 7

 


 

My breath caught, my serenity shattered, and that faint wisp of purplish-blue light flickered out of existence. 

“No no no,” I whispered, sitting up straight, then immediately forcing myself to relax. Heart racing, I focused on my breathing, trying to slow it down, to return to that mindset. It took a frustratingly long time. Perhaps five or ten minutes later of riding the rollercoaster of excitement and fear I finally settled down enough to expand my mind once more. Pushed my senses out, seeking in the direction I’d sensed the flame - and there.

Faint. Distant. But definitely her.

Imogen.

A thrill of elation passed through me. I remained absolutely still, keeping that tiny, distant flame in my mind’s eye. I relished it. Wished I could reach out with my hand to cup it close, find a way to communicate with her, to send a message, a thought - something. 

But no. I’d never found a way to send information through this link. It was radar, not a telephone. So instead I simply watched the flame, watched it pulse and dance in the vast darkness.

Alone. 

She was without Valeria and Emma. Possibly with Neveah since I couldn’t sense her to begin with, but still. Imogen. I reveled in the sound of her name, and summoned her image, her heart-shaped face, solemn behind her round glasses, her severe black bangs, her amazing French maid’s outfit which somehow, but a delicious twist in universal fate, was actually her culture’s wizard garb. 

I couldn’t help it. I smiled as I recalled her trying to explain the symbology of the black and white, how it reflected different aspects of the universe. No matter. She could dress like a giant banana and I’d be thrilled at her return.

Once the elation subsided, I pondered how best to use this information. She was far - I couldn’t gauge exactly how many miles, but easily a day’s travel away. She couldn’t sense me. It was a one-way thing. What if we missed each other? What if she skirted the borders of my perception and then disappeared again? 

To have sensed her only to lose her would be cruel beyond imagining. 

No. I had to find a way to direct our group toward her. But how? I had no authority, and any suggestion would be met with mockery.

Accept Rosanna’s proposal to gain more trust? Perhaps, but why would she change their route at my suggestion? No matter how intimate we got, she’d know I was angling for something. Most likely I’d simply direct her attention at Imogen.

I worried at the corner of my bottom lip. Try to escape and run in that direction? I’d not yet found even the semblance of an opportunity - Bernard and his men clearly knew what they were doing.

Unable to come up with any answers, I finally sat back on my ass, breaking seiza, and watched Imogen’s flame against the dark backdrop of the blindfold until my focus grew strained and she faded away.

I had to think of something. But what?

The next morning I was roused early by a kick to the leg and sat up with a grunt. Immediately I reached out, strove to find the slender purple flame. 

Nothing.

I wanted to kneel, to focus, but Bernard wouldn’t let me. I was hustled to my feet. Most of the camp had already been broken down, I sensed. No food was given to me, but I knew I’d be escorted to use the bathroom just before we set out.

Pulse thundering in my ears I strained and fought for a glimpse of Imogen, but the voices around me, the discordant energy, the pounding of my own heart, all of them made it so that I couldn’t sense a thing.

Maybe there wasn’t anything to sense. Maybe Imogen had moved back out of range.

I fought for calm, and when I was finally escorted into the bushes to relieve myself, I crouched down beside the tree at which I’d been shoved and frowned, focusing with desperate intensity. Deepened my breath, tried to relax. 

They’d give me perhaps a minute. No more.

I was too scared. Too nervous. My thoughts kept bouncing back and forth. Time was running out. I had but seconds before I was ordered to stand. 

Imogen! I sent the mental cry out across the void. Imogen, where are you?

Nothing.

But a face came to me instead. Sensei Rocco sitting behind his desk in the dojo as I walked in, turning to smile at me from whatever conversation he’d been engaged in, his brown eyes alight with delight and welcome. 

I took a ragged breath, and then she was there. That flickering purple flame. 

Moving.

I latched onto it. Bent my every ounce of will to keep the image clear. Moving where?

It was subtle. Hard to really distinguish at such a distance, but as the guard’s voice rose in curt admonishment, certainty fell upon me.

Toward me.

I stood with a grin which I struggled to mask. 

“What are you so pleased about?” asked the man. I’d not caught his name.

“That was the most amazingly pleasurable imaginary shit of my life,” I said, blithely.

He smacked me across the back of the head, causing a flare of pain to flash white before my eyes, and like that my grip on Imogen disappeared.

“Watch your mouth,” said the man. “Or next time I’ll hit you in it.”

I wanted to tell him how my blindfold made it hard to stare at my own lips, but some measure of self-preservation kept me quiet. I fought down the ebullience and cheer and instead ducked my head, marching ahead of him through the sparse undergrowth and out onto the road.

I had to tell Brielle. Share the good news. But only when I was sure we were alone, which most likely would be just after lunch.

My pains and aches seemed to belong to another person. That morning I marched easily, not minding when I fell, restraining the urge to laugh each time I crashed to the ground. I felt crazed, almost dizzy; each time I caught a glimpse of Imogen she was closer, her flame brighter. Moving fast. Impossibly fast. She had to be riding something. A car, or a horse, or something. Flying? Who the fuck knew. Imogen was a practitioner of both regular magic and Lilith’s Hexenmagic - what powers might she have manifested while out in the wilds of Ghogiel?

Finally, we were ordered to sit, our hands unbound, and bowls of broth placed in our hands. I could sense Brielle close by, could feel her icy distance still. No matter.

“Hey,” I whispered when I heard our guard march a little ways away to get some more food. “Imogen’s coming.”

“What?” Brielle’s shock was obvious, but she had the presence of mind to keep her voice down. “You’re sure?”

“She’s moving fast. If she keeps coming our way, she should be on us in a couple of days.”

“That’s just before Illington,” said Brielle, voice growing tight with excitement all of her own. “Can you -”

“Hey! Silence!” Footsteps came back over. “I see you talking again, I’ll give you something to talk about.”

But then won’t we only talk some more? Again I barely bit down the words. Idiocy to antagonize these people. So instead I simply spooned up the last of the vegetable broth then held the bowl up for it to be taken.

All afternoon we pressed on, along the winding road, and then, just when my joy was starting to lose to fatigue and exhaustion, we were herded off the road again to another campsite.

Once more I was tethered to a tree, and again I sat on a spread of uncomfortable roots as I listened to the men talk quietly as they cooked and settled in for the night. I gave it a few minutes so as to not seem suspicious and then moved into seiza, hands still bound behind my back, chin lowering to my chest.

Closer. Her flame ever brighter, defying the dark. Moving in a straight line toward us. My heart skipped a beat. She’d crossed a third of the intervening distance. Another two days for sure. She had to know where we were. How else could she be honing in so perfectly?

“That’s got to be hard on your knees.” Rosanna, close by, sounding amused.

“Kneeling teaches humility,” I said, talking out of my ass. “Where I’m from, the truly devout kneel when talking to god. The pain in your kneecaps reminds you of the pain god felt when he birthed us all out of his ears.”

“Your god birthed you… out of his ears?” 

“Yep. That’s why we revere ear wax where I come from and carve our holy sculptures from it. The greatest church in my world has a statue over fifty yards tall.” My mind was swirling, the nonsense coming a mile a minute. “Of course it starts to melt every summer, so pilgrims make donations -”

“All right, I think I’ve heard enough about that,” said Rosanna, voice tight with annoyance. “Are you serious?”

“Our Lord of the Golden Wax, he’s called. Our saints carve little cells inside the waxen corpus and there live out their lives in seclusion, knee deep in -”

I heard her stand up. “Never mind. I’ll save my offer for tomorrow.”

She stepped away, and I bit back my grin. Hard to make sultry S&M offers when imagining such a god, I’d imagine.

Night fell. Brielle was once more kept too far away for us to converse, so I eventually lay on my side, fighting back the cold and discomfort, the pain and hunger by occasionally reaching out to sense Imogen’s approach. She’d also stopped for the night, but the glow of her flame did more for my weary, aching body than any real fire ever could.

The same the next morning. Marching was harder. We weren’t being given enough food. I felt light-headed, almost feverish, and my knees buckled with the slightest provocation. I had trouble walking straight, and my thoughts wandered without rhyme or reason. Only Imogen’s ongoing approach kept me sane.

Lunch. Miserable gruel. Another six hours of forced march, then camp. Another damned tree. Rosanna paid me a visit, but I simply ignored her questions ‘til she went away. Sleep, and dreams haunted by a rainbow of flames, all of them flickering and dancing around me.

As had become customary, I woke and reached out to Imogen - but sensed nothing. Frowning, I tried again, composing myself, reaching for calm. It was easier now. She was so close. As I was jostled to my feet and eventually shoved out onto the road, I tried again and again. 

Nothing.

I refused to panic. Walking became its own kind of trance, and I replayed again memories from the dojo, peaceful, empowering thoughts. Expanded my mind, my sense of self, and reached - to no avail.

She’d been only a day away the night before. Easily within reach. Had fairly blazed. Now, no matter how I scoured, where I searched, I could find nothing. Not a hint. 

Fear began to truly curdle my guts just before lunch. Had she run into trouble? Would I have sensed her death? 

“Today?” whispered Brielle when we were left alone for a moment.

“I - no. She’s gone. Can’t sense her.”

“What do you mean, can’t sense her?” Brielle’s voice rose a notch. “Focus!”

That was the last we were allowed to speak. As if I needed greater encouragement. Once again we were forced down the road, the slope of which had grown quite steep, so that I kept staggering forward as I lost my balance, rolling several times when I fell. I was so scraped and banged up by this point that I barely registered the pain. 

Nothing.

Nothing nothing nothing.

Had I dreamed the whole thing? In the hell of my own mind, trapped in the eternal darkness of the blindfold, I began to doubt my own memories. Wishful thinking? No, of course not - but what if I had? Could I want something so much I’d create it? An inverse placebo effect? Delirium? Madness?

Imogen! I cried out her name again and again but received no response. 

No matter what the explanation, I couldn’t deny a simple fact: she was gone.

This knowledge nearly broke me. I hung my head and felt my eyes well with tears that only soaked my blindfold. Strength flowed from me, so that when we were ordered to stop I simply sank down to sitting, not caring if I’d be thumped or beaten.

Had Ghogiel itself fucked with me? Lilith? Was this a trick of Rosanna’s to break me? It had to be. She was a witch, wasn’t she? Perhaps she’d cast a spell to trick me, raise my hopes, then shatter me. Make me pliable. Make me accept whatever she offered. And it had worked. I had nothing left. Lack of food, barely enough water, old injuries, my ruined pride, bone-deep exhaustion, and numbing cold, the imminence of death - they had all worn me down. 

If she came to me tonight and offered her tent, I didn’t know what I would say. Didn’t know if I’d be able to turn down human touch, warmth, food. No matter how wrong.

I was still sitting, I realized. Nobody had prodded me to get back up. Voices were raised in argument.

“I tell you something is off,” said Rosanna, voice curt. “I don’t know what, but I can sense it. We’re in danger.”

“Not from Lilith’s brood, surely?” asked Bernard.

“No. I don’t sense that.”

“Then what? Be more specific! Should we retreat?”

A long pause and I could imagine Rosanna straining, much as I had this past day, seeking the source of this elusive threat.

Which is when my foggy mind finally put two and two together.

Imogen. Rosanna was sensing her. 

My skin crawled with goosebumps, and I lowered my face to my knees and used them to dislodge my blindfold. Pushed it up to my brow, not caring what abuse I received and gazed about me.

The road. Pale gray in the dusk. Dark trees rising up on all sides, brittle evergreens like Christmas trees, many of them twisted and leaning drunkenly on their neighbors. The sky a broad slash of iron above us, a hard gray that was neither cloud cover nor twilight. Brielle kneeling by my side, still blindfolded. Bernard and his men with their bows in hand, arrows nocked. 

Rosanna at the fore, one hand pressed forward as if against an invisible wall, the other grasping the rune about her neck. 

“Back,” she whispered. “Whatever it is, we’re in mortal danger. Back!”

I wanted to laugh but couldn’t muster the energy. 

Bernard turned his bow upon me. “Up!”

I didn’t even respond. All I could do was grin back at him, a death’s head grin, and I saw his eyes widen as he looked past me at something in the woods.

I twisted about. Blue light flickered in the depths of the evergreens, leaping and dancing about like some flickering TV channel, lighting up the thick, ash-clogged branches with fitful illumination.

“Up!” screamed Bernard, but I ignored him.

Someone was approaching through the trees. A figure wreathed in terrible glory, and as she drew clear she finally unveiled herself and I sense her, a beautiful purple flame hovering in my mind’s eye, my whole body shivering in awe.

Imogen.

Lightning played about her like some tempestuous lover, crawling with sizzling zips and leaps up and down her arms and torso, filling the space behind her glasses so that her eyes seemed to blaze forth with terrible white light, causing her two black braids to dance behind her like great serpents. Her black dress endlessly flowed and rippled about her knees, revealing her white stockings, and the air around us took on an ozone tang.

My heart raced. I couldn’t tear my eyes off her. 

“Loose!” shouted Bernard, and five arrows flew toward her, flitting shadows in the dusk, faster than the eye could follow.

Spider-thread thin bolts of lightning leaped forth from Imogen to set each arrow aflame, ashing them moments before they would have impaled her. 

The bolts of lightning then surged past the arrows, through the air just as fast and ensnared each man.

Their screams filled the air as they dropped their bows, stiffened up, shaking and shivering as they were electrocuted to death. 

The bolts disappeared, and Bernard and his men collapsed smoking to the road.

All the while Imogen continued her approach.

“Mother Lilith, I beseech thee, in this time of need, heed my call and grant me what powers you deem necessary!”

Imogen reached the side of the road and gazed at me, her expression inscrutable, then turned her attention to Rosanna. “You’re going to pay for this,” she said, voice hollow and resonant with power. A massive bolt of lightning shot forth from her chest, thick as my arm, and split the dusk as it flew at Rosanna, who screamed and crossed her arms before her.

A sphere of green light flared into existence, around which the lightning bolt danced and snapped. I stared, riveted, and then both magics disappeared, leaving the women facing each other.

“Impressive,” said Imogen. “For a minor witch. But you are far out of your league.”

“Mother Lilith -”

“Speak no more,” said Imogen, and to my surprise, Rosanna’s mouth snapped shut. “Now remove that symbol from around your neck.”

I watched in horrified fascination as Rosanna reached up to her amulet, arm shaking as she fought the impulse, tendons standing out in her neck, mouth writhing in despair as her fingers closed about the slate stone. With a jerk, she tore it free, and at that moment a bolt of lightning flew from Imogen to connect with her forehead, and Rosanna screamed and fell to the ground, eyes bursting as she did so, brow charred and split.

Imogen’s knees buckled and she almost fell, but she caught herself at the last moment, lighting aura fading away, twin braids falling at last down her back, dress no longer rippling as if caught in hurricane winds.

“Noah!” The concern, the emotion in the way she called out my name as she rushed to my side was a balm I hadn’t known my cracked ego was needing. She embraced me, arms wrapping tightly about me as she buried her face in my neck, and I closed my eyes, breathing deeply of her scent, relishing the sensation of her slender body again, amazed at how happy I was, how her return filled me with joy, and not just for having escaped Rosanna’s clutches.

I wanted to hug her back, but my hands were still tied behind my back. A moment later Imogen pulled away a little, enough so that she could cup my face in both gloved hands, her eyes glimmering with tears, her lips trembling, and then she kissed me, kissed me fiercely as if she’d thought me dead and couldn’t believe my return.

“As grateful as I am for the rescue,” said Brielle, “I would appreciate having my bonds cut and blindfold removed.”

Imogen laughed, almost a gasp, and broke the kiss, reaching up under her glasses to wipe away the tears. “I’m glad to see some things never change,” she said. “One moment.”

A small, wickedly sharp knife made short work of our bonds, and soon we climbed to our feet and stood in a triangle. Brielle looked worse than I’d imagined - her hair was lifeless and weighed down by ash and sweat, her face waxen, cheeks hollowed out, lips dry and split. Purple rings circled her eyes which burned feverishly, and I could tell she was standing more by determination than anything else.

“You’re both alive,” said Imogen, clasping her hands together before her chest. “I can’t tell you -”

“Who are they?” asked Brielle, staring past Imogen to where men were emerging from the tree line. 

“Friends, of sorts,” said Imogen. “Nothing to fear. They escorted me here.” She hesitated then leaned in and hugged Brielle, careful with her arm. “I am glad to see you, Brielle. So happy.”

“Yes, well,” said Brielle. “I’m happy as well.”

She didn’t sound happy. Imogen squeezed her good hand, then turned and took mine. “I’ve so much to share. Neveah - but that can wait. You both need food and water and rest. Danrath! We’ll establish camp over there.”

Danrath was the man at the fore of the group of men who emerged from the trees, of medium height and with long hair tied back in a ponytail, clad in ashen grays and browns, a curved blade at his hip and a bow in one hand. He had a band of black tied off above his elbow, incongruous with the rest of his outfit. He stopped at the road’s edge and gazed in wonder at the fallen dead.

“I thought I humored you by letting you go first…”

“Danrath, my friends are about to collapse. Can you register your amazement once they’re seated and comfortable?”

“Aye, of course…” He was a good-looking guy, with prominent cheekbones and a slash of a mouth. He finally tore his eyes off the corpses and nodded at his men. “You heard her. Fetch your packs and let’s get to it before she gets mad.”

The men were all dressed alike; ragtag armor, mostly leathers with a few assorted pieces of chainmail, bands of black about the left arm, a collection of bows and short blades, and the looks of people who had been on the road for some time.

“I’ll fetch the horses,” said a tall man with uneven shoulders. “C’mon Rekki. Afore something takes a bite out of them.” They both disappeared back into the woods, and Danrath led the remaining fifteen or so men back into the woods a short way, temporarily leaving our line of sight.

It was hard to think. I just wanted to grin at Imogen who pressed a water bottle into my hands.

“Neveah?” I asked. “Valeria? Emma?”

“Neveah… she’s back with the main group. Not a good situation, but I’ll explain it soon. I’ve not seen Valeria or Emma since coming through. You neither?” She searched our expressions then frowned. “Damn.”

There was so much to say. So much to ask. But I contented myself with draining half the bottle, trying to not gulp it all down too quickly, then handed the rest to Brielle.

Who took it with a grimace, not meeting my eyes, her movements stiff. 

Imogen noticed this and then raised an eyebrow. I gave a quick shake of my head and then, unable to control myself, not seeing why I should, I stepped forward to give her another hug.

“Damn, it’s good to see you,” I said, and for some dumb reason tears sprang into my eyes. I swallowed and squeezed her hard, her puffy shoulders crinkling under my embrace. “Damn good.”

“Mmm,” she said, hugging me back, tight tight tight. “The same.”

We stood there, holding each other until I began to feel self-conscious about Brielle and stepped back.

“We’ll camp and take care of you both,” said Imogen, adjusting her circular glasses. “Once you’re strong enough to travel, we’ll head to Illington.”

“Illington?” I shook my head. “Bad idea. That’s where we were headed to pick up Lilith-worshipping reinforcements.”

“No,” said Imogen. “My apologies. We’re not going there to enter the town, but to meet Victor’s host.” She smiled at my expression. “Or army, I guess you could call it. Victor was heading that way when I left him with Danrath and his men. He leads a force almost a thousand strong. He’s going to Illington to destroy it.”

 

 


Chapter 8

 


 

The fire burned a ghostly blue, the logs crackling and smoldering an intense white, piled high so that its light danced upon the surrounding trees and sent the shadows to writhing. Danrath had set guards along a perimeter and had joined the rest of his men at a second fire, respecting our need for privacy and conversation.

Woolen blanket wrapped around me, face lathed by the flickering warmth, I tried to believe that I was finally safe. Safe from Rosanna, from the forces of Lilith, safe, even, from the threats of Ghogiel. If only for now, if only for a night.

Imogen was similarly wrapped in a blanket, her glasses flaring white each time they caught the light of the flames. A mug of hot soup steamed in her gloved hands, and she seemed slight, strangely girlish in comparison to that figure of war and glory that had stepped forth from the woods only an hour ago.

“I appeared on a hilltop after diving through the gate,” she said, voice low, pensive. “Alone. Immediately I used geomancy to try and locate everyone else, but could detect nobody. Nothing living, even, within the radius of my power. All was ash and bleakness.

“Not knowing which direction to take, and there being no landmarks beyond more hills with which to orient myself, I set forth to search for water. I was able to detect threats before they found me with geomancy, and my Hexenmagic allowed me to evade their detection, even of those who might have picked up my scent.”

I was only now starting to gain a true sense for how formidable Imogen’s power set was. She’d attained the Seventh Circle in geomancy. Fifth Circle in levenbolt, and Fourth Circle in psyche-imperium. Add her ability with Harmiel, her dark magic learned from banned books, and she was a formidable force out here in the wilds of Ghogiel.

“Geomancy proved my saving grace; I located a well in an abandoned village on my third day. I clearly wasn’t the only one to frequent that well, as tracks attested, so I followed them through the lowlands to a plateau where I saw Victor’s crusade spread out before me.”

Imogen pursed her lips, revisiting that memory in silence, and I shifted my weight, controlling the urge to ask questions. I glanced at Brielle across the fire from me; she’d not spoken a word since being rescued, and sat hunched and staring into the flames, expression haunted and bitter.

“It was a large army. Not as big as those that defended Bastion, but enormous for this dead land. A thousand men and women gathered around a host of ragged tents. Infantry for the most part, chaotic and thrown together. From my vantage point, I could see the command tent in the center, but even that wasn’t a very impressive affair. It looked like a horde of beggars gathered to wage war. But even from that distance I could tell they were united by some greater cause. There was a sense of purpose to them. A desperate unity. 

“I thought myself safe, using Harmiel’s powers to evade notice whenever a scouting party came near. I wanted to be sure which side this army fought on before approaching. But I wasn’t the only one there capable of using magic, and Victor ambushed me, thinking me an agent of Lilith.”

“Because you were using Hexenmagic?” I asked.

Imogen nodded. “It was a neat trap. My powers of geomancy aren’t constant - I have to actively use them to learn the lay of the land. So Victor sent a detachment of his mage killers against me on horses. By the time I heard them coming it was too late. I tried Harmiel, but their leader - a terrifyingly powerful mage called Blindness - pierced my veil with ease. Before I could defend myself they cast a spell that made it agonizing to use my magic.”

“They?” I asked. “More than one mage?”

“No,” said Imogen. “It’s how I refer to Blindness. I don’t know if they’re male or female. You’ll… you’ll see what I mean when you meet them.” She grimaced and sat a little straighter, taking a sip from her soup. “I was bound and brought to Victor. They fully intended to interrogate and kill me, but I was able to convince them to do otherwise. Still. It was a very tense meeting.”

“That’s what you get for using Hexenmagic,” said Brielle.

“True. Regardless. I was able to convince him of my loyalty to the Source and then explained where I’d come from and whom I searched for. He was most impressed. He can’t wait to meet you.”

“Who is this guy? Why’s he leading this army?” I asked. 

“Victor…” Imogen trailed off as if struggling to find the right words. “He’s… I don’t know. Charismatic would be the word. He’s got this light in him, this ability to inspire others. The men and women of the crusade worship him. And I think he genuinely loves them back. For what they’re willing to do. What they’re trying to do. Which is march to the center of Ghogiel and destroy the Hindering Ones and retake the Tower.”

Something of her description reminded me of my old best friend Michael; how he used to seem more vivid, more real than everyone around him, as if he’d captured some spark of light that would reflect in people’s eyes whenever they looked at him. In Emma’s eyes, especially.

Brielle snorted. “A thousand beggars won’t be able to do that.”

Imogen smiled. “I would think the same, had I not met Victor. The fact that he’s mustered this crusade is already a miracle. And whether or not he succeeds, I can’t help but admire him for his ambition. He’s surrounded himself with the best that’s left of old Chokmah - those who have not yet lost hope, or whom he’s been able to inspire once more. He’s slowly making his way toward the center, wiping out Lilith’s forces as he finds them. Illington’s going to be his biggest battle yet. I want to be there in time to help.”

I nodded slowly. “Sounds like we’ve lucked out. We need to get to the Tower. Maybe Victor can help us get there.”

“My thoughts precisely,” said Imogen. “And why not make a difference in Ghogiel as we go? There is one complication though.”

I raised an eyebrow. 

“Neveah,” said Imogen. “Victor’s got her in chains. He’d captured her before I arrived. Apparently she’d attacked the whole crusade, carving a swath through the ranks to get to him. He barely managed to have her captured and disarmed.”

“What?” I sat up. “She attacked a thousand men?”

“Sounds like Neveah,” said Brielle. 

“But why? Did you talk to her?”

“I tried,” said Imogen unhappily. “She doesn’t know why. Can’t explain it. But she said she had to kill Victor.”

“Something from when she lost her memories?” I asked. 

“Probably,” said Imogen. “She traveled through Ghogiel with savior Ilandro. Something’s compelling her to attack him. I can’t tell if it’s a genuine memory, though, or some of the dark magic that’s been seared into her soul. Whether or not Lilith is working through her.”

“So what’s he going to do with her? We have to convince him to let her go.”

“He’s willing. But he needs Neveah’s assurance that she won’t try to kill him when he does. She refuses. At my request, he’s simply transporting her with the crusade for now. I’ve been meeting with her, trying to persuade her, but to no avail. Perhaps you’ll have better luck, Noah.”

I ground the balls of my thumbs into my eyes. “Fuck. And she doesn’t even know why?”

“No.” Imogen stared down into her soup. “She’s apologized to me, but said she must kill Victor. And I can’t tell why - can’t be sure if she’s not a victim of Lilith’s magic.”

“Back where I’m from we call that a sleeper agent,” I said. “Someone who’s been brainwashed or placed in an enemy’s country and left dormant until they’re activated. You think Lilith could have been playing the long game? Let Neveah return to Bastion so as to ‘activate’ her down the road? Take out someone like Victor.”

Imogen pursed her lips but remained silent.

“There’s got to be a way to remove the curse,” I said. “What about this Blindness person? They sound powerful - they take a look at her?”

“Yes,” said Imogen. “They agreed with me that there’s Hexenmagic enmeshed deeply in Neveah’s soul. But they also couldn’t untangle it. They said doing so might amputate entire portions of her mind and personality, leaving her maybe even catatonic. That whoever cast that magic on her did it in such manner on purpose.”

“Shit,” I said, staring into the flames. “Well, she’s not being maltreated, right? Just held for now?”

Imogen moved her head from side to side. “Mostly. I mean, she did kill a large number of Victor’s people. They’re not happy with her. She was going to be executed. It’s only at my request in your name that she’s still alive.”

“Better than the alternative,” I said. “And what does Victor want from me?”

“For you to help him lead the crusade,” said Imogen. “I was forced to reveal your true identity - though knowing Victor as I do now I’m glad I did. He said that with a savior by his side he can rally even more people to his army, and add the power of the Source to his cause. That the chances of his toppling the tower and the Hindering Ones would increase dramatically.”

“Help lead his crusade?” I tried to keep my bitterness from coming through, refrained from glancing at Brielle. “I’m not exactly the most qualified person to do that.”

I thought I heard Brielle’s soft, mocking snort, but maybe I was wrong.

“Don’t sell yourself short,” said Imogen. “The Source chose you for a reason. You’re going to manifest your potential over time. Look how far we’ve come. That’s a testament to your abilities right there.”

Brielle stood up. “Why don’t you ask him why we were captured, Imogen? It might change your opinion. Good night.” And she stalked off to a tent that had been set up for her and disappeared inside. 

Imogen watched her go, then turned back to me. “Noah?”

I sighed. “She’s mostly right. I fucked up.” I rubbed at my brow, not wanting to get into it, but knowing I had to.

Imogen shifted closer to me around the campfire. “Tell me.”

“We… well. Like you, we arrived in Ghogiel out in the middle of nowhere and were immediately attacked by Grey Mongrels. Killed them without too much difficulty. Started hiking toward this distant city - wait. Is that Illington? The city on the edge of the plain?”

Imogen nodded. “If it’s the one I’m thinking of, then yes. Most of it’s abandoned.”

“Great. So we were hiking toward Lilith’s forces all this time.” I shook my head, then laughed weakly. “Ah well. Anyway, we were attacked by this huge Cyclops -”

“You were?” Imogen’s eyebrows rose again. “One of the Hindering Ones was out here?”

“That’s - you mean, the big bad guys in the Tower, they’re all -?”

Imogen nodded. “Massive Cyclops with all kinds of magic resistance abilities. Victor’s told me about them. They can see through all kinds of illusions and are very hard to damage with direct magical assaults. Tough, brutal, and there’s a lot of them. Wonder what one of them was doing out here.”

“Huh.” I frowned. “Makes sense. Brielle’s flames seemed to barely faze it, and my own levenbolt surprised it more than anything else.”

Imogen nodded. “Sounds right.”

“Well, we got away but were badly injured in the process. So when we came across this little village, we approached in hopes of getting water and help. Harthome, it was called. And everyone there seemed… I don’t know. Normal? Like decent folk? We surrendered our weapons in exchange for healing, and…” I trailed off.

“Victor’s told me about places like this village,” she said. “Frightened people who swore loyalty to Lilith in exchange for protection and some small ability to sustain themselves. Normal people who just made a bad choice.”

“Yeah, well, they seemed nice enough. I guess I lowered my guard.” 

The fire crackled. Imogen canted her head to one side, a braid sliding down and over her shoulder as she did so. “What happened?”

“Brielle and I had been growing closer. Surviving together, depending on each other, it helped lower her walls. So that night in Harthome…” Again I trailed off. I may have crossed half the universe, but a lot of me was still from Ruddock, Ohio, a small-town guy who didn’t exactly enjoy discussing such things.

“You two made love?” Imogen, however, clearly had no qualms. “That’s good. We all need to strengthen our bonds.”

I coughed into my fist. “Well, kind of. I said something halfway through to tease her that really upset her instead. She pretty much kicked me out. And, ah, I ended up sharing drinks with Rosanna, that… witch… who you killed back on the road.”

An image came back, causing my stomach to cramp, my throat to tighten with horror and disgust: Rosanna sprawled out on the road, eye sockets gaping, skin charred, body contorted by the convulsive power of levenbolt.

“Ah,” said Imogen. “I think I see where this is going.”

I stared fixedly into the fire. “I got drunk with her and told her who I was. We fucked, and then just before dawn Brielle and I were seized and forced to begin marching toward Illington.”

I hunched my shoulders. “Brielle was furious. Of course she was. I’d gone from her bed right to another woman’s. Worse, my idiocy got us captured. If it hadn’t been for your finding us…”

I reached out, took a log, and dropped it on the fire. A shower of white sparks flew up into the night air. “Fucking amateur idiot,” I said.

“A mistake, true,” said Imogen, not seeming overly disgusted or disappointed with me. “And one you’ll no doubt avoid making in the future. But think on this: Rosanna was a Hexen witch of some power. Lilith specializes first and foremost in corruption. What other powers might Rosanna have had? What magic might she have used on you that night?”

I blinked. “You think? Maybe I was, ah, bewitched? Hey - maybe that’s why I got drunk so fast.”

“It’s possible. As with all these things, the magic no doubt worked on some existing desire of your own. But she fanned those flames, drew you on further than you might otherwise have gone. So, yes: a mistake. But one that the forces of Lilith excel in provoking.”

“Right,” I said. “Yeah.” I bit my lower lip, playing the scene over in my mind. “And she was waiting for me on that porch, as if expecting me to come out… you think she engineered whatever happened between Brielle and me?”

Imogen shrugged. “I don’t know. Brielle’s prickly enough to have reacted that way all by herself. But these are the kinds of dangers you must guard against moving forward. Remember your fourth trial?”

I did only too well.

“You must guard against these darker instincts. To hurt, to possess, to humiliate, to destroy beauty, to coerce, to kill. These are the instincts that Lilith and her agents will nurture. And if they manage to encourage them in you, they’ll open cracks in your soul, cracks that they’ll exploit so as to destroy you or turn you to their side.”

“Rosanna… as we were traveling, she came to me and offered to let me come to her tent each night and hurt her.” My voice was a strangled whisper. “Holy shit. I just thought she was into S&M, but you think…?”

Imogen’s smile was mirthless. “Oh yes. It seems she wasn’t even subtle about it. Then again, she was but a small-town witch. Dangerous in her own right, but not experienced in the finer ways of Lilith, the subtler means of degradation and corruption. Still, potentially effective if you’d succumbed.”

“Shit,” I said, remembering the temptation to take Rosanna up on her offer. To punish her, to fuck her mercilessly, to take out my pain on her smooth flesh.

I saw her again. Eyes burst down her cheeks. Body contorted. Danrath’s men had dragged the corpses a fair distance away to keep scavengers and predators from coming close, but the thought of her out there in the dark, stiff and cold and slowly being covered in a fine layer of ash - when contrasted to the powerful emotions I’d felt, the way I’d fucked her that first night, her heavy breathing, her wry humor, the way she’d impacted me so powerfully despite the short time we’d known each other - I sucked in a sharp breath and felt nauseated.

“I warned you, remember? That some of the greatest dangers you’ll face won’t be physical threats like the Hindering Ones. They’ll be subtle. They’ll come from within you. People like Rosanna whom you think at first are friends or looking out for you may prove to be your gravest foes. That’s why you need us with you, Noah. To help you remember who you are, who you wish to be. To keep you from sliding into the darker emotions that this journey will naturally engender in you. To help you maintain your integrity.”

I dry swallowed. “Yeah. Great.”

For a while, we both simply stared into the flames. It was easy to do so. The leaping tongues of fire were bewitching. 

“No sense of Valeria and Emma?” asked Imogen.

“None. But speaking of. How did you find me?”

Imogen adjusted her glasses. “Took me some time and lateral thinking. I used our connection, obviously, or the knowledge that it was there, even if I couldn’t sense you. I spent the last three days combining the spatial awareness of geomancy with the underpinnings of Harmiel’s obfuscation magic. A breakthrough in my understanding in how Harmiel hides aspects of reality allowed me to theorize how our bond might, in turn, be hidden from me; I applied isolated aspects of geomancy to the theoretical, and I was rewarded by a vague sense in which direction you lay.”

“That’s… damn. That sounds amazing, Imogen.”

She allowed herself a quiet smile. “I was quite pleased with myself, though the spell caused severe nausea. Obviously, there is room for improvement. My hope is that I will be able to work with you so that my questing spell - for that’s how I think of it - will be able to pass into you, and then out along your other bonds, so that we may attempt to locate Valeria and Emma.”

“You can do that?”

“I’m not sure.” Imogen took up a stick and poked at the coals. “Theoretically? Yes. In practice? I’d have to do a lot of experimentation. And it would require greatly strengthening our bond so that I may channel such spells through you.”

“Oh,” I said, and for once my cheeks didn’t immediately burn with embarrassment. Perhaps I was getting a little more used to this kind of talk, or perhaps I was just that tired. “Yeah. I, um, can see the practical benefits of doing that.”

Imogen looked slyly at me out of the corner of her eyes. “Of course, there are other benefits to strengthening our bond.”

“Right,” I said. “Of course. We might, ah, be able to extend the distance at which I can sense you, right? And, um, increase the potency of my levenbolt…”

“All true,” said Imogen, and shifted over once more so that she now sat right beside me, our knees touching. Before I could react, she simply leaned on me, resting her head on my shoulder. “But not everything has to have practical benefit, Noah.”

She looked up at me then, her glasses flashing in the firelight, lips curling into a subtle smile, face pale in the firelight. “I’ve missed you.”

“I…” And then I let go of words, of trying to say the right thing, and bent my head to hers, pressed my lips against her own. As kisses go it was chaste, but the emotion behind it surprised me; my spirits had been flagging, my self-confidence at an all-time low, but the chemistry I sensed in that fleeting kiss electrified me, and I recalled the other time we’d lain together, how she’d settled upon me, skirting flaring out, to slowly ride me into ecstasy.

We pulled back at the same time, our lips parting but an inch, faces still close, her eyelashes brushing my cheek, her smell all around me, and I saw her smile once more as she turned her head to rest it on my shoulder anew.

Heart thumping, I straightened and gazed once more at the fire, at peace with Imogen by my side. That wasn’t to say I was free of guilt; my thoughts still strayed to Brielle in her tent, the pain I’d caused her, the doors I’d slammed shut, the mistakes I’d made. But Imogen’s presence helped quiet those demons, if not banish them altogether. Brielle challenged me, aroused me, provoked me to passion and anger. Imogen? I felt more myself, understood, appreciated, desired. 

Gazing into the flames, I remembered Ruddock University, the tiny campus, the quad that was actually shaped like a triangle and which everyone called ‘the triad.’ Imagined lying under the chestnut tree on a blanket on a quiet summer afternoon. Imogen lying next to me, dressed in jeans and a grey ribbed sweater, hair still in braids, chewing on a pencil as she studied a chemistry textbook or the like. 

The image felt real. Tangible. Natural. I could see it. 

Then I tried to imagine Brielle in the picture. The best I could do was envision her walking by with the sports guys, upperclassmen no doubt, wearing expensive, fashionable clothing.

Passing by. Peripheral. Glancing at me, perhaps, but not really seeing me. 

“Can a bond be broken?” I asked, surprising myself. 

“Hmm?” Imogen had begun to doze. She sat up straight and looked at me. “A companion bond?”

“Yeah. Can it be severed, somehow? Or… fade away?”

A thin line appeared between her brows. “I suppose so. It stands to reason. If a bond can be strengthened, then I’m sure it could be weakened. But broken altogether? I don’t know.”

“All right,” I said. “Thanks.”

Imogen scrutinized me for a few more moments, then relaxed once more, head on my shoulder. I wrapped an arm around her, draping my blanket over her lithesome form, and she sighed a little, snuggling in closer.

I gazed over the fire to Brielle’s tent. 

And wondered, if Shalarra could enact her ritual now, causing all my bonds to become visible, just how much damage these past few days had done to my connection with Brielle.

 


Chapter 9

 


 

A bleak Ghogiel morning. I awoke, stiff as seemed to have become my lot in this sphere, but free. Imogen lay curled up beside me under three woolen blankets topped by a bearskin rug, and I felt golden for all the pain, warmed down to the marrow of my bones. I inhaled deeply, heard my vertebrae pop, bands of sore muscle stretch across my chest and back. 

I did feel different. Valeria’s influence on me through our sacred bond was starting to take noticeable effect. Despite the soreness, I felt more competent, in some strange, physical way, as if a reservoir of athletic potential were building up within me, just waiting to be tapped. A sense of deeper stamina, more fuel in the tank. I’d hate to have to run a couple of miles, but to my surprise, I felt as if I’d actually have the stamina to run long distances.

I could hear quiet voices around the campfire outside. Imogen was still knocked out cold. She’d confessed to me that her impressive display of magic had drained her badly and that she’d be terribly weak for a day or two. So I slid out from under her head, moving carefully so as not to awaken her, and crawled out of the tent into the bleak Ghogiel dawn.

Ash was falling again. Swirling flakes that blanketed everything and which had blended our narrow tents into the small clearing. I stood and heard more pops along my back and knees. I took a deep inhalation as I looked around the small camp and stretched my arms overhead, straining into a delicious stretch, then let go with a grunt.

Brielle was still in her tent. Only Danrath’s men were about, clothed and sober-faced, tending the crystal blue fire in the camp’s center, breaking camp, preparing the horses who were tethered to a large fallen tree off to one side. 

I picked my way over to the fire where Danrath sat with a bowl of steaming mush and sat beside him on a log.

“Morning,” he said around a mouthful of what could have been oatmeal. 

“Hey.” The air was chill, sufficiently so that I already appreciated the heat of the fire. For a moment I couldn’t think of anything to say. Danrath’s self-sufficiency made small-talk seem spurious. Still. I wanted to get a better sense of him. “How long a ride to Illington?”

He gazed up at the skirling flakes with a frown, then shrugged. “Barring accidents or chance encounters? Two, maybe three day’s ride.”

“Will Victor have arrived before us?”

Danrath’s grin was without humor, more of a predatory baring of teeth than anything else. “Aye. He’ll be giving them a warm greeting by the time we get there.”

I nodded gratefully as one of his men handed me a bowl of mush, and for a minute or so we just ate in silence. 

“Why do some of your men wear a black band, while others grey?” I asked.

“Shows us to be Dead Men,” said Danrath, a quiet pride beneath his words. “I’ll explain ‘cause I can see you’re about to ask. To join my band you must have been saved from certain death. The man who saved you, if he’s wearing grey, can then don the black. You’d wear grey till you saved and recruited another.”

“And you were the first?” I asked. “You started this group?”

“That I did,” said Danrath, setting his bowl aside and gazing into the fire. “Saved a man’s life. It was he that pledged to follow me. Said that his life was mine. Didn’t know what to make of it at first, but he kept following me around like a damn dog. He’d taken a blow to the head. Wasn’t quite all there. Started telling folks he was dead, a ghost in service to me. Very strange.”

He subsided into silence, lips pursed as he gazed into his memories.

I waited.

“A month or so later he came back with two others. All of them blacked by char and soot. He’d saved them from a lynching. Town over. Had told them they were dead like he was, and that they owed their lives to me, who’d originally saved him. They believed him, too. Swore themselves over. He took on the black band, told them to wear grey, told them to do the same. It grew from there.”

“Is… is he here? This second in command of yours?”

“No,” said Danrath softly. “I killed him a couple of months back.”

I sat up straight. “You… really?”

“Aye.” Danrath looked sidelong at me. “I tell you this only because you’re the savior. But Samson. That being his name. Started to believe that he was outside the law, being dead. That he owed no loyalty to anyone but myself. Started to cause trouble. Others in the band started to follow his lead. Kill folk who spoke up against us. Take what they wanted. Force themselves on others. There was no reasoning with him. He began ignoring what I said, claimed to be obeying my unspoken orders that only he could understand. So I killed him. Killed his most ardent followers. Lost more than half the band. Those that you see here are the ones who remained loyal to me. They don’t believe they’re truly dead. But their lives are mine all the same.”

His voice was sad as he gazed into the fire, bitter and resigned all at once. I studied him and then looked away, chilled and haunted by his tale. I wanted to ask more. To ask him if he’d ever wanted any of this. This responsibility, this leadership role. It sounded like Samson had forced it upon him. 

But I held my tongue. 

Brielle emerged from her tent, hair freshly combed and having regained its crimson luster, her armor half-heartedly clean and polished as well. Her arm hung from her neck from a new sling, and her blade hung from her hip.

I raised a hand in greeting. She leveled a neutral stare at me, then turned and walked over to the other small fire where the mush was being kept warm in a small, black iron pot.

Danrath watched her go, then gave me another of his sidelong glances, eyebrow raised. “She don’t look pleased with you.”

“She’s got right not to be,” I said. “I fucked up. On a variety of levels. And she didn’t like me much to begin with, so…”

We watched her take her bowl and move to a distant rock upon which she sat, balanced her bowl between her knees, and began to eat, clearly avoiding eye contact with anybody else.

“It true, what they say? You chose her as your companion? One of five?”

“Yeah,” I said. “That’s how it works.”

Danrath rubbed at the stubble along his jawline. “And you can read her thoughts, feel her emotions, and cast your mind into her own so as to ride behind her eyes?”

“What?” I gave a surprised laugh. “No! Are you kidding? That’d be awful. I’d have to spend all day listening to what an asshole she thought I was. Only thing I can do is get a sense of where she’s at. Where did you hear that?”

Danrath gave an uncomfortable shrug. “Stories, I suppose. Saviors and their companions. Should have known better.”

“Well, not this savior, at any rate.” I watched Brielle with a bitter wistfulness all of my own, and then sighed and looked away. “I can barely keep myself from getting caught by the enemy.”

“You’re just getting started,” said Danrath, rising to his feet and clapping me on the shoulder. “Don’t sell yourself short just yet. C’mon. We’d best be moving. Wake Imogen and we’ll get on the road.”

I handed him my empty bowl and stood. Hesitated. Should I at least try to say good morning to Brielle? I knew what I’d get in return. But no. Her stiff, defensive posture made her desires clear. Instead, I turned and crawled back into our tent, up alongside Imogen where she lay still deep asleep beneath the bearskin, and then lay down beside her, head propped on my hand.

She’d taken her glasses off to sleep, set them in a special case by her head. Without them, she looked younger. Her smooth, unblemished face was dusted here and there with smears of gray ash. Her bangs mussed. She looked nothing so much as a college freshman, sleeping in late after a night spent out around a campfire with friends. 

I thought of her emerging from the trees, wreathed in electricity, a force of nature, able to put down Bernard’s men and Rosanna with ease. She was on a whole different level than Brielle and I. Than maybe even Valeria. The only other companion who could possibly present as much of a threat was Neveah with her demon blade and unstoppable willpower. 

Neveah. 

What was I going to do about her? 

I reached out and ran the back of my finger along the swell of Imogen’s cheek. Down to her lips, which she kissed as she stirred, eyes squeezing tightly shut for a moment before fluttering open so that she could look at me. 

“Mmm,” she said and kissed my thumb again.

“Hey.” I smiled down at her, still feeling my complex, ambivalent feelings about Brielle. “Danrath says its time to go.”

“No,” moaned Imogen, squeezing her eyes shut once more. “Ten more minutes.”

I laughed. The comparison to a college freshman couldn’t have been more acute. “We’re going to miss our ride out of here.”

“Would that be so bad?” She smiled up at me again, and like that the vibe between us changed. Something knowing entered her eyes, and she reached up to take my hand by the wrist, holding it in place so that she could nip at the flesh of my thumb with her perfect white teeth. 

“You know, I…” 

She took my thumb into her mouth, ran her tongue under it, and the hot, wet sensation sent a thrill right down to my crotch. 

“Imogen,” I whispered. “We… I don’t know if we should…”

She turned my hand over so that she could kiss the palm, and then reached down with her other hand to brush against my erection. “You don’t?”

I glanced toward the tent flap. 

With a wriggle she turned onto her side, facing away from me, and then scooted back under the blankets so that her pert ass was pressed against my crotch. Only then did she lean her head back, reaching up to cup the back of my head. “There are exceedingly practical reasons to do this,” she murmured. “We must strengthen our bond every opportunity we get.”

I thought of Brielle seated on her stone outside, mechanically eating her breakfast, but Imogen pulled the blanket up and draped it over me so that her ass was flush against me. She’d taken her skirt off to sleep, leaving on her white stockings that had proven to be a pair of skin-tight hose. She was warm, firm, and her undulations against me provocative without measure.

“Imogen,” I whispered, cock straining against the fabric of my pants.

No words. She reached down and I felt her hook her thick hose and pull it down over the swell of her ass cheeks, then expertly untie the drawstrings of my pants.

I reached down, pushed my pants down just enough for my cock to spring free, and then she grasped it and arched her back just right, my cock rubbing against her smooth ass as she adjusted her position and slid me between her cheeks.

“Fuck,” I whispered, burying my face in her neck. I felt the wet heat of her pussy, and she lifted her leg just enough so that she could guide me inside her. I pushed forward, and just like that, I slid inside her.

Fucking heaven.

“Hmm,” she murmured, fingers back in my hair, and began to undulate against me once more, her whole body fluid so that she slid up and down my shaft effortlessly. She was tight, deliciously so, and my hand traveled down the front of her black shirt to cup her high breast which perfectly fit in the palm of my hand. 

We fucked under the bearskin blanket, the sounds of camp all around us, both of us breathing in quiet pants, her pussy getting wetter as I lowered my hand further to cup her hip and guide her harder against me. I breathed in her scent, face in her hair, her body pressed tight against me the whole while, hip bucking faster and faster as I took her, and she let out a moan only to immediately cup her hand over her mouth, eyes going wide.

I grinned and pumped harder so that she turned to bury her face in the pillow to stifle her cries. I followed her as she turned onto her stomach, lying atop her, her ass cheeks pressed hard against me each time I powered down, her legs extended straight between mine making her pussy lips grip me even tighter, my cock head rubbing its way down her channel with each thrust.

It was too much. I felt my climax upon me, grabbed her by the hips again so I could pound her with everything I had, face buried in the pillow next to her, and then came explosively deep within her. 

She let out a drawn-out cry, muffled by both hand and the pillow, and her whole body went taut as she came with me, her pussy clenching me like a fist. I pumped cum into her in huge spurts, over and over again, my cock jerking within her depths, and then with a groan, I fell upon her, breathing harshly into her ear. 

We lay still for who knows how long, hearts thundering, and then I slowly withdrew, her pussy seeming to release me reluctantly. I rolled onto my back and stared up at the tent’s canvas only a few feet above us, chest heaving, sweat prickling my brow, cock heavy and limp and wet with her juices.

“Fuck,” I whispered, blinking in an attempt to focus my vision.

She still had her face buried in the pillow, both her fists under her chest, back rising and falling as she caught her breath. Finally, she turned her face to look over at me, eyes shining, cheeks flushed. “Precisely,” she said, and then reached under the bearskin to pull her thick hose back over her ass and sit up. 

“I am now ready to begin my day,” she said with teasing cheer as if she’d just had a nutritious breakfast and was proud of how well she took care of herself. “Mmm.” She reached down to adjust her hose over her crotch, eyelids lowering for a moment as in contemplation. “I’ve missed you, Noah. And your cock.”

I could only shake my head from side to side. “Fuck.”

“So eloquent. But you were right, earlier. We must rise. I wonder if Danrath has saved me breakfast? He knows how much I adore his tasteless morning mash.” She pushed the thick blankets aside, and I watched as she slid into her skirt, raising her hips as she did so, then tied her white apron around her waist. A moment as she considered her braids, frowning at their mussed lengths, and then she tossed them over her shoulders and placed her glasses on her nose.

“See you outside?”

I nodded, half turned on again by watching this quick ritual. 

Imogen patted her bangs into place and crawled out through the flaps and was gone.

I closed my eyes. A dull, pleasant ache suffused me. How could being the savior be this amazing and yet so awful all at the same time? I’d never have dreamed of being so lucky as to have a morning fuck like this with a girl like Imogen while back in Ohio. But then all I had to do was think of Brielle and I groaned and covered my eyes with my forearm. How was I going to untangle that? And could I if I was so busy having sex on the side with other women, companions or not? 

And even if you put the sex aside - which was surreal and amazing - I was still charged with being the savior of the universe. With the forces of Lilith in all their horrific diversity gunning for me and my moral collapse. 

I thought of Rosanna, hands against the wall of her cottage, pushing back against me in the dark. 

Thought of Rosanna, lying on the road, eyes burst out as ash slowly settled upon her upturned face.

A wave of nausea rippled through me and I gagged, half sitting up as disgust and horror washed through me, cleansing me of the warm, satisfied sensation of my fuck with Imogen.

I buried my face in my hands but suddenly couldn’t stop thinking of Rosanna. Who had she been before Lilith had conquered Chokmah? How willingly had she fallen under her sway? She’d had a life back at Harthome. Had been part of the community. Yes, she’d been trying to corrupt me. But to have fucked her one night and seen her dead a few days later - something within me recoiled at the horrific savagery of this world. At the knotted up feelings I had about it - relief and dismay, visceral horror and regret.

Sitting in Imogen’s tiny tent, her juices all over my cock, I felt like a shallow monster. How could I so easily roll from one bed to another, not caring for the damage I did, the people I hurt? How was I going to make it up to Brielle? How could I stare down at the corpse of a woman I’d fucked one night and make love to another the very next morning? What was wrong with me?

Worse, I knew that I’d not turn Imogen away the next time. I liked being with her. She rejuvenated a badly depleted part of myself. Made me feel good and desired and seemed to see the real me, to understand who I was and my weird, stupid humor. 

I thought of Emma. Out there in Ghogiel somewhere. Valeria. Two more women I cared deeply about. How Emma had fled our bed after we’d laid together, overcome by emotion. Longing for Michael, perhaps, her recently killed partner and my old best friend. 

I groaned and dug my fingers into my temples. How was I supposed to balance such complex relationships and maintain my sanity? And be the savior throughout? 

Fuck. 

My self-pity was washed away by a flash fire of irritation. I threw aside the rest of the bearskin rug and then set to breaking down the tent. Folding, packing the scarce contents into the sack, which I then tossed outside upon which I worked on dismantling the canvas tent.

Half an hour later we were mounted and riding down the road. There weren’t enough horses for everyone to have their own, so I rode behind Imogen, who clearly knew how to handle a horse. Brielle had demanded her own mount, and none of the Dead Men had seen fit to argue; she rode at the back of the group, spine stiff, riding with such grace that she could have been a centaur.

Danrath set outriders and then proceeded at a trot which felt akin to continuously sliding down a massively bumpy ramp. 

Every half hour Danrath slowed the group to a walk. During our first such break, I leaned forward to speak in Imogen’s ear.

“I thought we’d go at a gallop or something? Get there faster?”

She looked over her shoulder at me with a wry smile. “You’ve not ridden much, have you?”

“Nope.”

“Horses can only gallop for a few miles before getting blown. At a trot, they can go for most the day, especially if you walk them every once in a while so they can rest. The trotting getting to you?”

I made a face, and she laughed. “Hang in there. You’ll get used to it, but I apologize for your lack of stirrups.”

I didn’t, not on the first day. Nor the second. It was only by the third day as we descended at long last from the hills into the great plain, Illington now large and close at hand that I started to figure out the rhythm to riding a horse; I started swapping places with Imogen, and being able to place my boots in the stirrups meant I could rise and fall with the horse’s gait, cushioning the worst of the jarring impacts. Still, my legs felt like they’d been beaten continuously by yardsticks, and each night I caught the Dead Men grinning at each other as I cursed and massaged my thighs and calves.

The omnipresent clouds didn’t quite break so much as ascend to a higher plane, allowing the sky to appear larger than it usually did as the road finally descended on the third day to the plain. It speared straight across the rest of the flat ground toward Illington, and Danrath dropped back to ride alongside us.

“This all used to be farmland,” he said, gesturing curtly to the ashen plain. “Rich land. Good soil. I had family that owned land out here. Was a good life.”

“What’s that?” I asked, pointing at a distant stone plinth that rose up fifty or sixty yards from the plain at an angle. “Some kind of tower?”

“No,” said Danrath. “That was once one of the many protective shards that circled Chokmah, channeling the power of Kether into being and diffusing it across the universe. They glowed, savior, with a light to rival the sun. At night each was its own silvered moon, bright enough to cast shadows. By day, they were stars. They fell from the sky the day Lilith conquered Chokmah. The day she cut off the energy of Kether and the land died.”

The memory clearly didn’t sit well. Danrath spurred his horse forward, breaking into a canter.

I stared at the fallen shard. Like everything else, it was dusted with ash, but its steep, perfectly flat sides were a leaden grey. It had the appearance of a crystalline growth, geometrically precise. Dead and dull, lost in those endless dead fields.

“How does the enemy support itself in Illington, then, if the fields are all dead?” I asked. 

Imogen gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Lilith’s blessing allows for some life to grow in Ghogiel. It isn’t a completely dead sphere. Though in truth it’s more complex than that. Without elements of Kether’s energy, not only would all life die, but the sphere itself would collapse. Thus she allows some energy to drift through from Kether, enough to sustain her forces, the world itself. Her brand of evil can only exist if there’s good to feed on. Illington no doubt has some fields close by that they cultivate. Enough to keep themselves going, if only for a while longer.”

I thought of Harthome and nodded.

An outrider was galloping toward us, a plume of ash rising up behind him. Danrath rode out to meet him, and Imogen dug her heels into our mount’s flanks, urging it to do the same. We all met a good forty yards ahead of our band, where the rider pulled up short, his horse breathing strongly and stamping its feet as he brought it under control.

“Victor’s force is arriving at the city perimeter,” said the rider, a squat, hirsute man with a wicked scar across his face that set his lip into a permanent sneer. “They’re streaming in as we speak.”

Danrath rose in his stirrups and stared at the distant city. “The left side?”

“Aye. They’re pitching camp just shy of the first buildings.”

Danrath then studied the clouds. “We’ve six or so hours of light left. He won’t attack in the dark. I’ll wager he’ll gather our forces and strike at dawn.”

The rider nodded. “Much of the crusade was still strung out along the road behind him. It’ll take a good three or four hours for everyone to arrive.”

“Good,” said Danrath. “So we’re on time. We’ll proceed as before. Good work.”

The rider nodded, turned his horse around and set back out at a canter. 

A sense of unease and excitement roiled my stomach. “An attack on the city. What’s he looking to do? Burn it to the ground? Wipeout Lilith’s forces?”

“I won’t speak for Victor,” said Danrath. “He’ll tell you himself. We should be there before dusk.”

As we rode ever closer I studied our target. I’m not sure what I’d expected, but the reality was both greater and more depressing than anything I’d imagined. It was a large town, with a set of towers in the center that looked to have been built from pale, creamy stone the color of bone. Large buildings surrounded them, easily some six or so stories tall, and which grew ever shorter as they extended toward the town’s border. All were built of the same stone, and occasionally I caught a flash as of light on glass. 

“It’s kind of eerily beautiful,” I said.

“I’ve heard all the cities were so when this was once Chokmah,” said Imogen, voice quiet. “The fall to Ghogiel stole the vitality from the towns and cities, but not their outward forms. Victor himself has told me of Peruthros, the greatest city that was once the hub of Chokmah. How it seemed to have been built only of marble, glass, and wood. Its broad avenues, verdant with ancient trees, fountains in every square. Music, culture, art - it sounded like a paradise. Fueled endlessly by Kether’s bounty. No poor. Democratically elected leaders. An ideal. All gone now. Illington was a smaller version. Now it is the home of the enemy.”

We trotted on, and slowly more details resolved themselves. No exterior wall, for one. Wide open streets that turned into highways that cut out across the farmland. It would be easy to march into the city. The towers had an organic look to them, looking like some mix of spiraling shell and naturally grown wood turned to white stone. Plumes of gray smoke rose here and there across the town, dirtying the sky. 

And there, to the side: a gathering host. I couldn’t get a good look at them, but I could just make out the large crowd, the hint of tents being pitched, a great, straggling line of people still walking along a distant road to pour itself into that growing mass.

Victor’s crusade.

 


Chapter 10

 


 

Finally showing some eagerness, Danrath urged us into a canter, and we swept off the road to circle wide around Illington and thus come upon the crusade, riding in out of the dead fields, our arrival presaged by a growing plume of dust.

I’ve read about armies. I’ve watched my share of war movies. But I’d no idea what to expect. Thus as we closed in, the dry wind blowing our hair back, the smell of campfire smoke greeting us before anything else, I tried to look everywhere at once, take it all in.

A righteous army. Our greatest hope for taking the tower.

Victor’s crusade.

It didn’t look grand. No banners snapping in the wind, no war machines being assembled, no tight regiments of soldiers marching lockstep into place. Instead, I saw a vast and chaotic mob slowly assembling itself across a rutted field, voices raised in shouts and boisterous laughter, the cry of anger and pain spiking out here and there, campfires already lit around which men were erecting their tents, the occasional gleam of a weapon. Everything in shades of gray, no matter their original color, everything kissed by Lilith’s gift to Ghogiel: the ash.

We only got within several hundred yards before a group of horsemen rode out to intercept us, led by a square-jawed older man with a face that looked like it had been carved from a hunk of flint. He controlled his horse with rough confidence, and he and his band shied to a halt just as we did the same.

“The Dead Men still ride,” he called out, voice rough with humor and mock amazement. “Thought you’d have found yourself a comfortable grave by now, Danrath.”

“Still looking.” Danrath urged his mount forward to meet the other commander and grip forearms. Something about that gesture sent a shiver of excitement through me. “You see any big enough for me and my dick, you let me know.”

The other men let out a guffaw. “Good to see you. Got the papers?”

“Aye.” Danrath pulled a scroll forth from his saddlebag, unrolled it, and pressed his thumb to what looked like a waxen seal at the letter’s bottom. The seal flared with a pulse of crimson and then died away. 

“Good enough,” said the other man. “Nigel?”

A plump young man with a short ruff of buzzcut hair edged his mount forward with some difficulty; his beast sidestepped and turned its head away, much to everyone’s amusement though nobody said anything. Nigel finally reached his commander’s side.

“Whenever you’re ready, Nigel,” said the large man.

“Yes, sorry captain.” Nigel glanced nervously down at his horse as if expecting it to bolt the second he took his eyes away, then raised a hand and murmured a string of nonsensical syllables.

“Checking us for mind controlling spells or the like,” said Imogen quietly, and just then I felt a shiver pass through me.

“All clear, captain,” said Nigel.

“Welcome back,” said the captain. “Victor’s waiting for you. You’re just in time for the fun.”

“Wouldn’t miss it,” said Danrath. “See you around, Brunt.”

“Not if I see you first, you delicious whoreson. Ya!” And the captain spurred his horse on, leading his men followed by the hapless Nigel on their circuit around the camp.

Danrath rolled up his scroll, stowed it, and then turned back to us. “We’ll find our spot, leave the men and horses, then make our way to Victor. Good enough for you?”

“Me?” I’d started to think of myself as a bystander, and remembered at the last second I was the bleeding Savior. “Sure. Sounds great.”

“Well all right then. Let’s go.” Danrath spurred his horse into a trot and led us into the camp, looking neither left nor right and ignoring the calls and shouts that his passage elicited.

Me, I looked every which way. I didn’t see much discipline. The army seemed to be organized along the lines of a multitude of bands like Danrath’s, groups ranging from some fifteen or twenty to several hundred strong. I saw banners here and there planted beside slightly larger tents, a myriad symbols designating each group: a clenched fist, a skull with lightning bolts behind it, a ram’s head, a massive cock, a handprint, a howling wolf.

The men themselves were a motley lot, sporting all kinds of armor and makeshift weaponry. Here and there I saw some gleaming half plate or chain shirts, but for the most part, everyone seemed to be clad in some mixture of hardened leather or padded tunics so thick they looked almost like goose down jackets. Helms were in evidence in large numbers, as were kite shields, most of them battered and nocked from plenty of use.

Campfires were being lit by the hundreds as darkness fell, and men milled around their camps, shadowed shapes against the brighter flames. I saw plenty of women, too, a good number as armored and armed as the men, but also a fair share of what might have been companions or wives. Children were in evidence as well, though not in large numbers; I stared in surprise as they chased each other or appeared in the shadows of tents to watch us ride by. 

“The men bring their families with them,” said Imogen over her shoulder. “Often Victor rescues them from the ruins of their homes. Nothing to go back to.”

I nodded mutely. The smell of roasting meat floated past, but for the most part people seemed to be chopping vegetables and dumping them in pots of boiling water. My mouth flooded with spit - lunch had been ages ago - but I swallowed it back and kept looking.

Danrath was searching for something, and when he finally spotted it let out a cry of relief and guided his horse toward an empty patch of land and there leaped down. Two large wagons dominated the space, a team of mules having been hobbled close by and a dozen men unloading sacks and erecting the first of tents. These moved forward to greet Danrath with their own cries of relief, and the other Dead Men leaped down to laugh and clap each other on the shoulder.

“The Dead Men’s supply wagons,” said Imogen. “Food, treasure, weapons. Everything a war band needs to keep moving and fighting.”

We climbed down and handed our horse’s reins over to one of the men. I adjusted Shard at my hip and looked around till I saw Brielle walking toward us. 

“All right?” I asked, trying to sound natural.

“Fine,” she said and looked away, a slight frown marring her brow. 

Danrath approached. “We’d best not waste time. Victor’ll never let me hear the last of it if he finds out I arrived and didn’t come at once. If you’re ready?”

I smoothed down my rumpled, filthy shirt and gave a nod. “Sure. Let’s go.”

Danrath snapped his fingers and pointed to two other men, and together they led us through the camp toward the central tent that loomed high above the others.

Men and women watched us stride past. Up close now I saw that many of them were scrawny, if not emaciated; dust was ingrained in the seams of their faces, blanched their hair, made their eyes appear unnaturally large. Yet there was an undeniable vitality to them all that belied their weakened appearance; they seemed sustained by some inner force, working with energy at chopping logs or unloading wagons, crying out to each other in jest or breaking out into working songs.

“The army’s in good spirits,” I said.

“They’ve got faith in Victor,” replied Danrath.

“Well, he’s got an auspicious name at least,” I replied, and then grinned when Imogen thwapped me on the arm.

The area around the main tent was surrounded by some open space in which men milled in knots, conversing earnestly with each other, some just shy of arguing. Many of them marked our approach, several raising a hand to greet Danrath, but nobody moved to intercept. 

The tent itself might once have been grand, but now was greatly worn, patched up with disparate pieces of canvas and fabric. Guy ropes extended from its many corners to end in iron spikes driven deep into the ground, and I couldn’t have guessed the shape of it if you’d offered me a swimming pool filled with clean water. Some kind of mutated hexagon, perhaps, with two banners hanging on either side of the entrance baring Victor’s sign: a golden lion backed by flames.

Guards at the entrance checked Danrath’s scroll, to which he pressed his thumb once more causing it to flare with light, and then we were all checked by a cadaverous mage with deeply pocked cheeks for mind-controlling magic. When he was satisfied, he nodded to the sergeant, who stepped aside and waved us through.

I don’t know what I’d expected inside. Lush cushions, a great war table perhaps, a bedroom with a massive bed or something else equally ridiculous. Instead, the truth proved infinitely starker and simpler: the ground was a rolled out sheet of filthy canvas, most of the tent was empty, with folding chairs opened around a broad trestle table. I saw a cot off to one side, a large closed chest, and that was it for personal furnishings besides an armature on which a badly dented suit of field plate hung, a longsword draped across it in its serviceable scabbard.

My attention was immediately drawn to Victor, who sat in one of the folding chairs, tipping it back onto its rear legs as he listened to a man make a report, fingers interlaced over his stomach, eyebrows raised to indicate he was paying attention. He held up a hand at our arrival, however, and turned to gaze at us, and grinned.

And at that moment I understood why this crusade was here, why this horde of starving men and women had trekked across Ghogiel to lay siege to Illington. Why Danrath spoke of Victor with such reverence, why even Imogen had formed such a high opinion of him.

It all lay in how his eyes lit up, how he smiled, that sense of genuine pleasure in seeing us as if everything had been a prelude to this one moment, and now the game could really begin, now events could unfold in earnest. There was a strangely familiar boyish enthusiasm to how he leaped to his feet and made his way around the table, reaching out to take Danrath’s hand in his own and sling an arm over the Dead Man’s shoulder before moving past to stand before Imogen, Brielle, and myself.

Blond hair cut inexpertly short and looking to be growing thin even at his young age. Clear, blue eyes. A face that gave itself naturally to smiling, smudged with charcoal across the chin and ash across the temple. A good physique, but nothing extraordinary; he might have been an intermural hockey player or the like. 

But that smile. It’s hard to convey how infectious it was. Made me want to grin right back as if we were both in on a joke. It was warm, sincere, anticipatory. 

Victor placed his hands on his hips. “You must be Noah.”

“Hey,” I said, suddenly unsure what to do with my own hands, so I simply extended one out to shake. “Good to meet you.”

“Damn right.” He shook mine, his palm hard and callused, then laughed. “I don’t know if I should kneel, or - what? Salute? You’re our fucking savior, right? Amazing. Things are going to really heat up now.”

I scratched the back of my head in embarrassment. “Yeah, please don’t kneel. And - ah - you’re welcome? Happy to help? Imogen told me you’re headed toward the Tower. That’s where we’re going, too.”

“Right. Imogen explained all that to me too.” He grinned at her. “You’re a lucky guy having her on your team. If I could I’d make her one of my core advisors.” He looked at Brielle, and immediately his smile took on an apologetic cast. “And I’m sorry. We’ve not been introduced. I’m Victor.”

“Brielle,” she said, voice icy. Clearly, she wasn’t taken by his charms. Victor didn’t seem to care, however; he bowed low in an almost mocking courtly manner, held the pose for a beat and then straightened. 

“Your Highness. Imogen’s spoken highly of you. I’m honored to have you in my camp. Can I have your arm tended to? I have some followers who could affect some magical healing.”

Brielle blinked, and I saw the hard lines of her face soften somewhat. “That would be agreeable.”

“Excellent.” He turned to one of the men who stood in the shadows by the door. “Ruthis. Would you do me the favor of asking Blindness to attend? We’re in need of his skills.”

Ruthis bowed low and slipped outside, and Victor half turned as he backed toward the table, gesturing for us to join him. “You’ve only just arrived? I’m sure Danrath was civilized enough to offer you food and drink before dragging you over to my tent?”

“Actually, no,” said Danrath. “I know for a fact that you’d have had me flayed if I’d wasted any time getting them over here.”

“Flayed? Flogged, maybe. Given a tongue lashing more like. But fine. Water? We’ve even got some wine somewhere, if you guys would like -” And he crouched beside a chest, throwing it open to rustle about the contents within.

“I’m good with water,” I said.

“Wine would be excellent.” Brielle didn’t even look at me.

“I know I had… here.” Victor stood, a dusty green bottle in hand. “I found this a few months ago in an old town hall. The last bottle left under all the wreckage. Can’t swear as to the quality of the vintage, but I’d been saving it for a grand occasion, and damn if this doesn’t qualify.”

He drew his knife from his belt and stabbed the point into the cork with admirable precision. A twist, a tug, and the cork popped free. He held the bottle to his nose, sniffed carefully, and then shrugged. “It’s not vinegar, at any rate. Sure you want to risk it, your highness?”

“Brielle, please,” said Brielle. “It’s what everyone else calls me. And I’ll take the risk, sure.”

“Then please, be seated, all of you. Jackis, some of those goblets, yeah? I think there’s more in that chest. Thanks.”

He poured wine for himself, Brielle, and Imogen, and raised an eyebrow to check if I’d changed my mind. I hadn’t. I could feel Brielle’s gaze, recalled my night with Rosanna all too well and gave a grimace kind of smile as he poured water from a pewter pitcher.

“Well then. A toast. To the Source’s Savior gracing my humble tent, and to the weeks during which we’ll fight and strive together to crush Lilith and get you to the heart of the Black Tower. It’s an honor, truly. And I can’t say I don’t mind having your firepower and abilities behind my crusade for that duration either.”

“Cheers,” I said, and we clinked goblets and drank. It was damn good water. Room temperature, but perfectly clean of ash or its taste. I fought the urge to swish it about my mouth to clear it out and instead drank deep.

Victor grinned and leaned forward, taking up the pitcher to refill my goblet. “Drink as much as you want, Noah. After what you’ve been through, you deserve it.”

“Where do you get your water?” I asked, fighting the urge to gulp down the second goblet right away. “Brielle and I didn’t find any the whole time we were out there but for this one time it rained.”

“Rain’s a big help,” said Victor, sitting back so that the canvas of his folding chair creaked and stretched. “We’ve got these special rain sails that we unfurl whenever we get so lucky, though it isn’t often. We’ve also managed to build up a cache of water barrels that we refill any chance we get. I have to admit we’re getting low. Jackis, what’s our current stock at?”

Jackis, an older man with a nose covered in a network of burst red veins and a receding chin pushed his hat back as he moved over to the end of the trestle table where a number of scrolls were piled. He unfurled one and checked its bottom. “As of this morning, our official count was forty-one barrels of potable water, sir.”

“A barrel’s roughly fifty gallons,” said Victor, pushing back onto the rear two legs of his chair. “That’ll last a hundred men about a day. We’ve got a thousand, thousand one hundred or so men and women officially signed onto the lists. They go through about ten or so barrels a day all told, not to mention what’s needed for our horses. We’ve just over sixty of those, and they drink about ten gallons a day in this environment. Course most men take care of their own mounts in exchange for the privilege of being assigned one, which brings our daily water requirement down to about twelve or so a day.”

“You’ve only enough water for two or three days?” I asked, staring at the pitcher then back to Victor.

“Yes,” he said, smile fading. “Hence our hurry to get to Illington. Much more of a delay and we’d have been in trouble. Course our men carry their own water supplies, but I don’t reckon the army as a whole would have enough to go a whole day without our resupply. But we cut it close. Got here just in time.”

I nodded. “So the goal tomorrow is to secure Illington’s water supply?”

“One of the key goals, yes, along with crushing Lilith’s forces here as best we can.” He laced his fingers behind his head. “It’s hard to do a thorough job of that. We don’t have enough soldiers to encircle the city, so instead, we’re going to launch a lightning strike at the town’s center and try to overwhelm and surprise the enemy so as to wreak maximum destruction. Follow the routing forces out into the fields where our cavalry can ride them down. But it’s next to impossible to get everyone.”

“There’s also the difficulty in cleaning out the city,” said Danrath. “So many empty buildings, it’s easy to go to ground and wait for us to leave.”

“Which we’ll have to do soon after,” said Victor. “We can’t afford to burn through our supplies by staying here any longer than necessary. It’s a long march to Peruthros, and that’s where the real fight’s waiting for us. I aim to arrive in as good a condition as I can.”

The tent flaps parted and a figure entered that I immediately thought had to be female, then no - male, then - I had no idea. I could only stare.

A mantle of rose-colored leaves was gathered thickly around their shoulders and fell down like an autumn cascade to their heels, not a straight, flowing cloak but swirling like a comma, shifting even as I watched in a manner both mesmerizing and fey. A helm covered their face, stylized with inlaid lines of silver to look almost like a deer’s face - no, a wooden mask with like a horse’s skull - but small branches bearing rose-colored leaves grew from the crown of the helm, reminding me of antlers. They wore a bronze breastplate, bronze gauntlets, and swirling bronze greaves that curled like snakes around their shins, and where the plate armor didn’t cover I saw a chain-link mesh so thin, so fine, it appeared almost like snake-skin over lean, muscled thighs, fingers, and biceps. 

“Blindness,” said Victor, rising respectfully to his feet. And it was true, I saw - the helm was without eyes of any kind.

We all stood, and such was the alien presence of Blindness that even Brielle appeared taken aback. 

The strange figure walked forward with the same exalted elegance that a lead ballerina might take the stage and stopped to consider me.

I could feel its gaze upon me, even though I saw no eyes. A sense of intensity falling about my shoulders like a leaden cape, and I bowed my head. “Noah Kilmartin,” I said. “Of Ruddock, Ohio.”

Blindness bowed their head, a slight nod of respect, perhaps, or simple acknowledgment. I don’t know why but I expected them not to speak - so when I heard their voice, I nearly startled.

“Savior. An honor to greet you.” Their voice was otherworldly, hollow as if distorted by the mask, and impossible to identify as male or female. “Your presence brings hope. I would wish the blessings of the Source upon you, but those are already yours.”

“I - yes. Thank you. It’s an honor to meet you too.”

“Blindness, thank you for coming.” There was a new gravity to Victor’s voice. “One of Noah’s companions - Princess Brielle - is wounded. If it’s not an inconvenience, I was hoping you could heal her.”

Blindness turned to consider Brielle. I couldn’t get over its living cloak. How the leaves shifted and stirred as if played upon by constant wind. It, I realized. No them. Blindness somehow didn’t even seem human.

“Your Highness. A simple thing to heal. Broken bone. May I?”

Brielle had enough self-possession to give a grave nod and extended her broken arm out with nothing so much as a gritted jaw for Blindness to examine. It took her arm in both silver-scaled hands, bowed its head, and then every leaf along its cloak suddenly hissed and shook as if whipped by a powerful gale.

Brielle let out a cry of her own, and I saw an aquamarine light glow between Blindness’ fingers, suffusing her arm and sinking into her flesh. 

“It is done,” said Blindness. “The bone is healed, though the muscle remains inflamed and weak. A few days. All will be well.”

Brielle slipped her arm free of the sling and raised her palm before her eyes. She made a fist from her hand, then stretched her arm out straight, marveling. “The pain is gone.” She sounded amazed and delighted both. “Thank you!” Then she caught herself and assumed a more regal bearing. “You have my sincere thanks, Blindness. I am in your debt.”

Blindness cocked its head to one side. “You are in Victor’s debt. It is he that requested the spell, and in turn, now owes me a boon.”

“Agreed,” said Victor with what might have been slightly forced heartiness. “How goes everything else? Will you be ready for tomorrow morning?”

“Yes,” said Blindness. “Unless our plans have changed.”

“All is as before,” said Victor with a slow shake of his head. 

There was an awkward pause, and then Blindness extended a silver-meshed hand to pluck at an invisible cord in the air between Brielle and me. “This grows sickly. I advise setting aside differences so as to heal. You cannot afford weakness. Not so recently emerged from Bastion.” It turned its head to me and then back to Brielle. “Heal the rift. Too much is at stake.”

Then it bowed once more, a shallow inclining, and turned to exit the tent.

Victor let out a sigh and sank back into his chair. “Five months we’ve been working together and they still make me feel like an upstart. Your arm better, your highness?”

Brielle was staring strangely at me, face pale, but startled and turned to Victor, assuming a polite smile. “Much, thank you. It seems I owe you a boon. Please let me know when I can fulfill it.”

“I’m not much good at keeping tabs on such things,” said Victor with a smile. “I might just cash it in in exchange for some stories and a glass of wine, or task you with keeping Noah alive. Please. Don’t worry about it.”

I sat back down, Blindness’ words ringing in my mind. I wanted to ask about the mage, how it had come into Victor’s employ, ask a whole number of questions, but one matter was most pressing. 

“Listen, Victor.” I sat forward. “I need to see Neveah.”

“Right,” he said, expression immediately sober. “Of course. Right now? Let’s go.”

We all stood. On impulse, I turned to Imogen and Brielle. “I’d like to talk to her alone. You guys want to get some food, rest up?”

Imogen gave a sharp nod. “If you think it best.”

“Very well,” said Brielle.

“I’ll take you myself,” said Victor, buckling his blade to his belt. “This way.”

We parted outside the tent, Danrath leading the ladies back to the Dead Men’s camp, Victor taking me in the opposite direction. Watching him move through his men was amazing. I mean, by this stage I’d already met lots of charismatic people - hell, Brielle could stare down a charging bear, while Valeria exuded calm confidence that steadied everyone around her in battle. Even Shalarra stood out as a commanding presence, along with Hawke leading his men.

But Victor was different. People turned toward him as if drawn by a magnetic pull, and I saw their expressions light up, saw smiles and waves, with even the harder looking men giving him an approving nod.

And he in turn connected with his army as he went, grinning and seeming to recognize everyone, even knowing their names. He clapped men on the shoulder, smiled and called out greetings, never quite stopping but always willing to slow and acknowledge people as they moved forward to greet him.

And it wasn’t phony. I watched him carefully, glad to be a few steps behind and thus mostly ignored. He seemed to genuinely like everyone, and that very positivity seemed to lighten them, influence them, raise their spirits and break them free of whatever bleak emotions might be dragging them down. He was less a commanding officer like Hawke back in Bastion and more a best friend like Michael had been, or a big brother, a favorite uncle, that special English teacher who believed in you, and in doing so helped you believe in yourself.

We reached a dingy looking tent guarded by two competent looking men that nodded and stepped aside at Victor’s approach. He turned to me, expression at once grave, apologetic, yet grim. 

“I know Neveah’s important to you,” he said. “It’s why I didn’t have her executed for what she did. But remember that she killed seven of my best men. Men I’ve been fighting alongside since almost the beginning of this crusade, and whom I counted as good friends. She wounded many more. Were it not for Imogen, I’d have cut her head from her shoulders and been done with it.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Mind if I go in alone?”

“Sure. I won’t ask you to promise not to release her without telling me first. I know you’d never do something like that.”

And damn it if I didn’t feel pleased with having earned his trust already. Or perhaps it was because I was the savior? Either way, I gave him a firm nod. “No worries on that front. Excuse me.”

And I turned and entered the tent.

 


Chapter 11

 


 

A large iron spike had been hammered deep into the earth, and to this Neveah was bound, both hands manacled with enough slack to the chain that she could lie or sit cross-legged on a bed pallet set against the tent’s central pole.

Her mane of ebon hair was rendered gray by the ash, but her large, achingly blue eyes ringed with green were as vivid and intense as ever as she raised her head to meet my gaze. 

“Neveah,” I said, moving forward to crouch before her. “What the fuck?”

She rose slowly to her feet, the heavy chains clinking. Had this been anyone else I would have thought the ponderously heavy links a gross exaggeration, but this was Neveah. I knew just how lethal she was, the impossible feats she was capable of.

A bruise had darkened across one of her high cheekbones, and I saw a collar bound around her neck, glowing runes incised deep into the metal. She stared down her nose at me, mouth pressed into a thin line, eyes wide as if the sight of me had startled her out of some deep and somber fugue.

“Noah.” Her voice a low rasp. “Unbind me.”

“I can’t,” I said. “Imogen told me you tried to kill Victor.”

“Noah.” She took a half step forward. “You have to trust me. Set me free.”

“Neveah.” My turn to stand. “If I freed you. What would you do?”

“Kill him,” she said, voice clear and devoid of doubt. 

“Help me understand. Why? Why does he have to die?”

Tears filled her large eyes, brimmed, then ran down her cheeks. “I don’t know.” Her voice cracked. “I don’t remember.”

“Come on,” I said. “You know I can’t let you kill him for no reason. He’s leading an entire army against Lilith. He’s going to help get us into the Tower. He’s our ticket out of Ghogiel. And you want to kill him because… you just have to?”

“I don’t know why I have to kill him. The memories were stolen from me. But it’s the right thing to do. You have to trust me, Noah.” She took another step forward, chain clinking. “You do trust me, don’t you? You chose me as your companion. You’ve proven yourself an honorable man. You saved me from Taniel, from that cell. You do trust me, don’t you?”

I opened my mouth but didn’t know what to say. Her gaze bored into me. Her need. Her desperate hope. 

“Neveah.” It hurt to not simply agree. I could see that pain mirrored in her eyes as she realized my position. “Imogen says you’ve Hexenmagic cut deep into your soul. It’s why you can’t remember anything. But it’s more than that. She thinks it might be compelling you to act. That your killing Victor might be why you were left to go free, to return to Bastion. That you might be under magic control…”

She shook her head slowly, a bitter smile twisting her lips. “No. I am my own person. But I see you won’t help me. You’re just like the others. Bound by fear and caution, hope and doubt.”

“You’re not being rational,” I said. “You’re under the influence of evil magic. Fact. You don’t know why you want to kill Victor. Fact. He’s our sole hope of getting out of Ghogiel -”

“There is no rational!” She lunged at me and was drawn up short by the chain, which strung out straight behind her, twisting her by the wrists to the side. Somehow she held that massive chain taut, glaring at me. “We stand in the sphere of Ghogiel. There is no rationality here. There is nothing with which to reason. There is only death and the breaking of souls. Ghogiel is Lilith’s anvil, and Victor her hammer. He must die before he breaks you. I don’t know why, I don’t know how I know this, but the fate of the universe depends on his death.”

I shook my head slowly. “That’s not enough to warrant his death.”

“Noah.” God damn but this woman was intense. I felt my skin crawling with goosebumps from the sheer power of her gaze. I was transfixed. Held in place. “Please. Trust me. Let me go.”

“I don’t know if that’s you talking,” I said. “I’m sorry Neveah.” I couldn’t leave it at this. There had to be something - some way - to improve things. “If I convince him to let you go, will you swear to me that you’ll not try to kill him?”

“Yes,” she said immediately.

“Fuck. You’re not even trying to convince me here.”

“You’re right,” said Neveah. “I’m acting irrationally. I have to be suspicious of my own motives. I might be under Lilith’s control and not know it. I’ll not try to kill Victor if you release me. I swear I’ll stay by your side and only help you reach the tower.”

Her gaze hadn’t changed a fraction. Just as fierce and unswerving and fanatical as before.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t believe you.”

“Noah!” She surged toward me again, was dragged back by the taut chains anew. Each link as big as my damn hand. How the hell was she holding it up like that? “Please. Please listen to me. Let me go. Before it’s too late. You have to trust me. You have to.”

I took a step back. “I’m sorry, Neveah.”

“Noah!” Her voice rose to a panicked cry. “Now! Use Shard! Slice my chains, remove this collar -”

I stumbled back. “I’m sorry,” I said stupidly, throat cramping up, feeling horror and pity and panic all at once. “I’m so sorry.”

I pushed my way outside.

“Noah!” Neveah’s voice rang into the night with terrible strength. “Noah!”

Victor stood to one side, arms crossed, head lowered, a frown marring his face. He raised an eyebrow at me. “Done?”

“Fuck.” I rubbed the base of my palm into my eye, then nodded. “Yes.”

“Noah! Come back! Noah!”

“Then let’s go,” he said and began walking back to his tent.

I followed, feeling awful, gutted, wrenched between my loyalty to Neveah and my inability to follow her down into those dark depths of mad certainty and desire for murder.

Something about Victor’s mien kept his men from greeting him so jovially on our return; perhaps it was his bowed head, hands linked behind his back, his measured tread. Polite nods, whispered comments, but we made our way back to his tent without pausing once, and there stepped back inside, the guards lifting the flaps for us.

A number of men were waiting within the tent. Their conversation ended at our arrival. 

“Ladies and gentlemen, let me introduce Noah Kilmartin.” Victor’s voice was serious, just shy of solemn. “We’re blessed by his presence. I don’t say that lightly. He’s been sent forth from Bastion by the Source.”

They were a striking assembly, each distinctive and arresting to the eye. Had I not just gone through the five trials and all that had accompanied it I’d have been intimidated into stammering.

“These are my closest advisors,” said Victor, and then cracked a smile. “Though we don’t always see eye to eye. Let me introduce you. Nethran, one of my oldest friends, and leader now of the Ebon Quiver. They’ve played a key role in most of our battles thus far, archers all, and deadly at a range of three hundred yards.”

The young man bowed his head. Shoulder length brown hair, the brooding, the almost pouty look of a Hollywood movie lead, but with green leathers and a sword at his hip that spoke of much hard use.

“This is Falstaff,” continued Victor, gesturing to a large, vicious looking man with white hair and a bandage over his right eye. “Recently joined up with us after the battle of Nook Hill. Nobody knows how to use the landscape better to our advantage.”

“Falstaff?” I asked.

“Aye,” said the large man, bowing his head. He had the look of someone who had weathered a dozen rough winters by himself in a wooden cabin up in the hinterlands of Alaska, all rawboned and leathery. “Heard of me?”

“A - a cousin of yours, perhaps.” No sense in trying to explain Shakespeare. 

“Ella here’s tougher than the rest of us put together,” said Victor. “She leads a band called the Ash Rats. Work as advance scouts. They’ve saved us from more ambushes than I can count.”

Ella was tall, taller than I was, and all corded muscle and tattoos. The left side of her scalp was shaved to the skin, with dark, burgundy hair swept over and down the right, a red headband the color of dried blood over her flat, narrowed eyes. She wore black leathers, numerous daggers strapped to her legs and hips, and from the scars and bruises that warred with her tanned skin for dominance, I didn’t doubt Victor’s assessment.

“Sarah and Lizbeth, former members of the Sacred Guard,” said Victor, gesturing to two Valkyrie-looking women in black plate armor with a white tabard hanging down their front to their knees. “The Sacred Guard defended Chokmah’s gates before the fall and were the front line against Lilith’s invasion. The fact that Sarah and Lizbeth stand here with us is a testament to their abilities. We’re damned lucky to have them, even if they do think I lean too heavily on luck when it comes to strategy.”

If Ella was impressive in a desperate, cut-your-throat kind of street toughness way, then Sarah and Lizbeth were something else; two warrior woman who could have stepped forth from the halls of Valhalla. Lizbeth had blond hair so pale it was nearly white, several locks of which were braided and fell down the side of her face, while Sarah had raven hair that flowed halfway down her back. Pale skin like porcelain, eyes a frigid fjord blue, and a presence akin to Death Row judges. The two white tower shields propped against the table’s edge had to be theirs, and I saw that Sarah had a wicked looking flail while Lizbeth was packing an intimidatingly large crossbow whose surface glimmered with subtle magical currents.

“And finally Martha Kingsworn, the genius behind our army, the voice of experience and forbearing. I think she says the word ‘logistics’ to me at least fifty times a day. She’s seen more fights than the rest of us combined, is patient with our excesses even as she somehow guides us through one victory after another.”

It was hard not to do a doubletake; Martha was a middle-aged woman, perhaps in her late forties, her mousy brown hair pulled back into a bun, her features homely and more apt to a cooking show than the drab iron armor she wore. A wicked old burn marred the area around one eye, however, and despite her plain features and gentle smile, I caught a sense of her strength of will and calm confidence in the way she looked at me and gave me a slight nod.

“My counsel,” said Victor in summation. “Though they often despair of me.”

“It’s lovely to meet you,” said Martha. “Your presence buoys my spirits more even than finding an extra hundred barrels of water. Are you experienced with matters of war, Noah?”

Everyone stared at me. Martha’s kindly gaze did nothing to ameliorate the hard stares from the Viking twins Lizbeth and Sarah, nor Ella’s flat, dead fish eyes. Nethran was brushing the feathers of a feather against his lips, while Falstaff gave away as much about his thoughts as a granite cliff.

“No,” I said, wishing I’d not parted with Imogen and Brielle. “None. I’m but recently graduated from my five trials at Bastion. Only been in Ghogiel a week or so.”

“At least you’re honest,” said Martha. “Better than most. I’ve seen too many armies led to ruin by officers who confused privilege with martial ability. Victor. We were discussing tomorrow’s plans.”

And like that, I was dismissed. I felt both relief and chagrin; obviously, I had little to contribute here, but I’d still thrilled at being included in this select company. Everyone crowded around the trestle table and the crude map that had been sketched out on a large roll of canvas in charcoal.

“Changes?” asked Victor, stepping up into the spot that the others opened for him. “I thought we cleared everything before with Blindness.”

“They’ll not wait for us to hit ‘em come dawn,” said Ella, her voice rough as gravel. “Already my people are reporting movement in the city center, enemies approaching the city limits.”

“They’ll harry us,” said Falstaff. “It’s what I would do. Deprive us of a night’s rest. That and most of Lilith’s brood can see in the dark. Why allow us to wait for dawn?”

“True,” said Victor. “Hence Blindness’ defenses. Nethran, you laid the oil trenches?”

“We did,” said the handsome young man. “My men are just waiting for the signal to fire them once the enemy closes.”

Ella scowled. “My people are telling me they’re coming in greater numbers than we expected. Not just regular folk, but the… things that have come in from the wild to bolster their ranks. We’re going to be hit hard. Harder than Blindness expected.”

Victor rubbed at his jawline. “We can’t fight a pitched battle at night. But fine. What do you all suggest?”

Falstaff leaned forward. “We keep the main army under Blindness and his mages’ protection as planned. But we don’t just sit and wait to be attacked. We launch several strikes within the next hour from the flanks, coming down this street here and this opposite one, here. The plan is to sew chaos and pull Lilith’s forces back. Guerilla tactics. Light fires, quick attacks, avoid getting bogged down in drawn-out battles.”

“We can handle that,” said Ella. “Give us a few mages and we’ll have them dancing.”

Falstaff nodded. “We have to keep them from hitting us too hard and forcing us into a pitched battle at night. I’m in favor.”

Victor frowned. “Martha?”

“Risky. It’s too easy to get lost in a strange city. Easy to get turned around or backed into a corner. There’s a high chance of our scouts taking serious losses. But I trust Ella’s information. If she says there’s trouble coming, then we need to avoid it.”

Victor continued to frown down at the map. It was a bird’s eye view of the city, an elaborate series of crosshatchings that I could barely make sense of. Everyone watched him, and it clicked that despite their different areas of expertise, they really were waiting to hear what he thought. 

Which is why I was so gratified when he looked up at me. “What do you think, Noah?”

And like that, all eyes were on me once more.

I fought the urge to cough into my fist, to fidget, to shift my weight. Instead, I stared at the map. Wished that Valeria were here, just knew that she’d have something of value to add. 

“I’ve done some fighting in the dark,” I said. “I agree with Martha. It’s too easy to get turned around or trapped in a fight you meant to leave.”

Ella snorted. “Look, I’d -”

“But it’s obviously important to keep the main camp free of pitched battle,” I continued, grateful for my experience wrangling with Brielle. “What about something like this? Send in Ella’s scouts, and have them draw the enemy back to a designated location closer to the city’s edges, out here on the flanks like this square and this one. There you have some powerful mages waiting with some area of effect spells, like fireballs or chain lightning. An ambush of our own. The scouts draw the forces into the trap, we hit them as hard as we can, and then melt away.”

I looked up, suddenly unsure of myself. “If we do enough damage, they’ll retreat to lick their wounds, or at the very least will lose more confidence. Then, later, if they start building up, Ella can harass them again, and this time they’ll be so scared of another mage blast they’ll be easy to distract without our needing to risk our mages.”

Victor nodded slowly. “Martha?”

“Would depend on Blindness’ willingness to spare mages from our main camp defense. It would leave us weak to a frontal assault. But if we timed it correctly, and had the mages back in place quickly…” Martha nodded. “Could work.”

“Falstaff?”

“I like it.” The large man grinned at me. “We’ve been plagued by Lilith’s ambushes for months now. Be nice to give ‘em a taste of their own medicine.”

“Ella?”

“Sure. And it would help to have a specific plan to follow as opposed to a general harry and harass. We’d have to work out a very clear set of signals to avoid having my people torched along with the enemy.”

“Lizbeth? Sarah? Nethran? I know you’ll be guarding the main camp, but any comments besides?” The three of them shook their heads, and I was surprised to see Sarah, the raven-haired Valkyrie, give me a slight smile of approval.

“I like it,” said Victor and grinned at me. “Somebody summon Blindness. Excellent idea, savior.”

I tried to keep my smile modest and resisted the urge to babble, to explain further how we could implement the ambush. Instead, I just nodded to Victor, pleased that I’d been able to contribute. 

“All right, well, if you guys will excuse us, I’d like a word with the savior while we wait for Blindness.” And like that Victor asserted himself, the others nodding and leaving the tent, Sarah gave me a speculative look as she went that I couldn’t quite interpret. 

The moment they were gone Victor fell back into his seat and reached for his goblet. “So. Noah. Your thoughts?”

“Thoughts?” I sat across from him and took up my water. “On?”

He gestured with his wine. “This. All of it. The crusade, what we’re trying to do and how we’re going about it.”

I gave a nervous laugh. “Shouldn’t you be asking Martha or - I don’t know, someone else for that kind of opinion?”

Victor lifted his goblet to his lips and raised an eyebrow. “You’re the savior. Handpicked by the Source. Why shouldn’t I ask you?”

“Because.” I sat up, uncomfortable, and set my goblet back down. “Just because I’m the savior doesn’t mean I know anything about this. I mean, I’ve heard stuff like ‘an army marches on its stomach’ and know that logistics are theoretically really important - and - yeah, maybe I can come up with a few ideas here and there, but it’s not like I went to military school, or read Von Clausewitz -”

“Who?”

I waved my hand impatiently. “This famous dead guy who wrote a book about war. I don’t even remember what it’s supposed to be called. ‘On War’ maybe? Anyways, I’m not an expert.”

“Hmm,” said Victor, watching me over the rim of his goblet as he sipped, slumping down even lower so that he could kick up his boots on the table. “Sure. I hear that. But I still believe your opinion is worth something. I don’t know why the Source picked you. I’m guessing you don’t either. But here you are. One soul out of - what - billions? Chosen from all the planets, spheres, nations and civilizations to receive this monumental blessing and save us all.” He grinned. “By the Source that’s got to be a killer amount of pressure.”

“You’ve no idea,” I said, taking up Imogen’s goblet of wine. “Tell me about it.”

“I mean, I’ve got a thousand souls counting on me to deliver each and every day. Food and water. Safety. Victory in battle, but hardest of all - hope. But that’s just a thousand people. You? Damn. I feel for you, my friend.”

“Thanks.” I swirled the wine about and took a sip. It was slightly acrid. “But what can you do? I’m past complaining at this point.”

“I hear you. What can you do? Your best, I suppose. And each time you fail, you resolve that you’ll fail better the next time.” Victor pursed his lips and looked past me, focusing on some memory. “When I started this whole thing - was it six months ago already? I thought it would be simple. On this side are the good guys. We fight for the Source. On this side are bad guys. They worship Lilith. The good guys kill the bad guys, and if we do that enough, we win and Ghogiel becomes Chokmah. Right?”

“Right?” I asked, not seeing the flaw in his logic.

“That’s what I thought. But after our second battle a group of Lilith worshippers - the camp hangers-on, you know, of this bandit force we’d just destroyed - they knelt before us and begged for mercy. Said they repented their ways and wished to follow my lead. This was before Blindness, before Martha and the Sacred Guard duo. Just Nethran and me and fifty other folks who weren’t willing to give up. We’d no food, and no mage to check them for their true intent.”

I nodded, listening intently. “What did you do?”

Victor sighed and looked deep into his wine. “I ordered them all killed. Seventeen men and women. All of them previously sworn to Lilith, most of them with her brand upon their foreheads or elsewhere on their bodies. I knew they’d taken part in a previous massacre over by Ravenburg. Seen the evidence of their ‘festivities’. And now that they’d lost they wanted to turn a new leaf, swore to follow the Source. Could I trust them? Feed them? Or should I just have released them to find another band to attach themselves to or prey on other weak communities?”

Victor frowned. “So I ordered them killed. Beheaded the first man myself. Ignored their pleas and screams. Five minutes it took, and then I vomited. I’d never killed a woman before that. Never dreamed that I would. But this war. This crusade we’re on. It’s not clear cut. Not simple. There are endless shades of gray. Sometimes I only have bad choices. Pick the least evil.” He gave a slow shake of his head, staring off into the middle distance still. “Haven’t had a good night’s sleep since this whole thing began.”

He looked up at me, eyes focusing as he gave a bitter smile. “I’ve got a whole slew of nightmares. Each night it’s luck of the draw as to which one I’ll get to enjoy. But tell me, Noah. What would you have done if that had been you in that clearing, with seventeen former worshippers of Lilith before you? Honestly, just between you and me. Would you have let them go? Allowed them to join your army? Or…?”

I thought immediately of Rosanna. What if Imogen had captured Bernard and his band, and forced them to kneel before me? What would I have done? Dragged them along with us to Victor, delaying judgment, or passing the need for it to another? Would I have set them free and sent them home? Or…

“I don’t know,” I said softly. “I guess you can’t really know until you’re in that situation.” An image came back to me. Rosanna, lying on her side, body contorted, her face ruined. Think of the ways you could make me suffer in bed. How hard you could take me each night. The way you could make me scream. It might not change anything, but it would be… fun.

Victor was watching me, aware that I wasn’t done. 

Would I have let Rosanna go? 

Could I have cut off her head?

“I don’t know,” I said. “I hope I don’t have to find out.”

“I’ll drink to that,” he said, leaning forward, goblet extended. “Though the way things go around here, I wouldn’t put too much hope into it.”

We clinked goblets. I sipped some more of the acrid wine, trying not to wince. 

“Yeah, it’s pretty bad,” said Victor, looking down at his. “But when you think no more wine will be made in this sphere for the Source knows how long - if ever - you learn to make allowances.”

“Why’d you start all this?” I asked. “Why you?”

“The crusade?” He sank back into his chair. “I wish I had a better story. A wife who was killed, a family that was tortured before me. Something epic. But I just snapped one day, standing in the middle of my father’s field. We were trying to plow it, using the last of our seed store while ashes rained down from the sky. We both knew it wouldn’t work. That the soil had gone bad, that the seasons were ruined, that the sun wouldn’t shine enough for anything to grow. Our last horse had died the week before, so it was just the two of us trying to haul that old plow through the dirt. And it got stuck. He put his shoulder to it and tried to heave it free, and it wouldn’t budge. And he kept throwing his weight into it and calling for me to help. And I just stood there, ash swirling all around us, watching as he started to cry.”

Victor turned his goblet around and around in his fingers. “I’d never seen him cry before. Not like that. And watching him just kneel there beside the plow, well. I realized I had to do something. So I gathered my few remaining friends and we left to go attack this bandit camp that was blackmailing my village for our last food and water. And… I don’t know. Things just kind of grew from there.”

“I was at a bus stop when the Savior’s pod or whatever it was crashed through the bus and into the building behind me.” I gave a bitter smile. “I was trying to convince this girl I loved not to go, to start this new life she was all excited about. And then the next thing I know I’m holding Shard and facing down a Gray Mongrel. Somehow I killed it, then my friend and I got teleported to Bastion and I’m told I’m the savior of the universe. Or the tenth one, at any rate.”

“What’s a bus?”

“What?” For some reason, that question struck me as hilarious. “You don’t know what a bus is?”

“No idea,” said Victor, grinning right back. “What the hell is it?”

“Like a communal road vehicle,” I said. “Think a really long, really big carriage. Without horses.”

“I could use a few of those to move my army around,” said Victor, still smiling. “Any chance we can import a few from your world?”

“What, and roll up to the Tower in a fleet of school buses?” I laughed again, imagining the sight. “Yeah, why not? And while we’re at it we should get a platoon of marines, or fuck, get some Abrams tanks and some F-15’s for artillery strikes.”

“Sounds good to me, whatever that stuff is.” Victor chuckled and finished his wine. “And some more water while we’re at it.”

“Actually, why don’t you guys have guns or the like? Advanced weapons? Why does everybody use swords and other medieval weapons? Surely my planet isn’t the only one with advanced technology?”

“No, you’re right, there are all kinds of weird stuff out there,” said Victor. “I’ve met people who claimed to be able to fly in metal birds in their home worlds or hear the voices of their friends inside their heads without magic. Energy weapons, war machines, all kinds of things. I asked as much of Blindness when this crusade really started taking off. What they told me was that kind of technology stops working when brought into the home spheres, into the Tree of Life.”

“Why?” I asked. “The chemistry behind gun power should work anywhere.”

“You’d think. But what Blindness told me was that there’s a system of belief that undergirds that kind of technology. One planet may incrementally build up their faith in such weapons, allowing it to develop and work for them. But other planets or spheres don’t have that same faith, and without that, a weapon brought from one world won’t work in the second.”

I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense.”

Victor shrugged. “But a sword, a hammer, even a crossbow, those are so basic that everyone can believe in them, no matter which direction their world went. Think of it like overlapping circles. The weapons at the center of that overlap work everywhere. Sharp bits of metal, your fist. But bizarre, advanced weapons are on the fringes, with no overlap. Bring one of them to Ghogiel, and it’ll simply stop working.”

“OK, but then what about magic? How come that works if there wasn’t any in my world?” 

Victor smiled and shrugged. “Listen, I was just a farm boy ‘til I took up this crusader job. You’re asking the wrong person. Corner Blindness some time, promise them a boon, and I’m sure they’ll talk your ear off about this stuff.”

“Yeah, maybe.” Or just ask Imogen. “But fair enough. No F-15’s I guess.”

“Yeah. No buses either.”

We sat there in companionable silence. I could hear voices outside, distant chatter, the general susurrus of the army beyond and all around us like the whisper of the wind, constant and occasionally broken by a distant shout or peal of laughter. 

“I’m glad you’re here,” said Victor, breaking the silence. “Glad you’re with us, Noah.”

“I’m glad, too,” I said. 

“It’s going to be an uphill battle to reach the tower. But with you, I think our chances of success have greatly risen. No matter what you say about your qualifications.”

“Thanks,” I said. “I appreciate that.”

Ella stuck her head in through the tent flap, brushing her shock of dark red hair back from her face as she did so. “Blindness is here. Ready?”

“Ready,” said Victor, voice sure and confident as he rose to his feet. He looked at me. “You?”

I stood up. “Yeah. I’m ready.” 

 


Chapter 12

 


 

“You what?” Brielle rose to her feet slowly, as if held back by her very incredulity. “You said we’d do what?”

“Take part in the strike in the city,” I said, squaring my shoulders and staring her down. Imogen sat off to one side of the tent, setting aside her book. “Blindness is stripping a large amount of the magical defenses from the camp and sending them in at great risk. Since it was my idea, I thought I should contribute.”

“We,” said Brielle. “You didn’t think it fit to check with Imogen and I as to whether we wanted to be involved?”

I crossed my arms. “Last I checked I was the savior. You were my companion. Plus, don’t you owe Victor a boon for fixing your arm? This sounds like a pretty good way to repay him.”

She raised an eyebrow. “He says that?”

“Well, no. That’s just me. Actually, Victor didn’t want us to take part. Said as the savior we had to be careful in exposing me to danger. But I want to help. I know we can make a difference. Imogen alone could probably take out half their number -”

“We’ve just arrived in camp after weeks on the road, starving, dying of dehydration, sleeping poorly, kidnapped, abused, and you ask that we go into a battle with Lilith’s forces at night in a city we have absolutely no familiarity with?” Brielle’s voice kept rising until at the end she was nearly shouting. “What kind of inbred, ignorant, foolhardy -”

I rocked my weight back on my heels. “Fine. You don’t have to go. Stay here and get your beauty sleep. God knows you need it.”

“Enough,” said Imogen as Brielle’s eyes flashed with fury. She rose to her feet and smoothed down her white apron. “Noah’s correct. He is the savior. When all is said and done, we must do as he asks. That is our role as his companions. We are not equals. We are here to serve and protect him, to ensure that he reaches his goal and defends the universe.”

“Of course you side with him,” said Brielle, rolling her eyes. “For a second I thought you might consider the unnecessary risk we’re taking, but no.”

“I wasn’t finished,” said Imogen, words clipped with annoyance. “Obviously this is a dangerous and unnecessary endeavor. We’re not formally part of Victor’s army, nor are we rested and ready for such a dangerous engagement. However. Doing so brings its own rewards. Increased trust from Victor and his advisors. Respect from the rest of the crusade. And most importantly we increase the chances of this ambush taking place, which in turn increases the chances of tomorrow’s battle being a success.”

“Yes, yes,” said Brielle. “We must fight every fight we come across, help everyone we find, save every victim, kill every evil. Not focus on our true goal, conserve our strengths, and focus on achieving the impossible with minimum risk.”

“I said you could stay,” I said, putting some iron into my words. “I meant it. If you want to remain behind while Imogen goes to fight, then do so. But enough with your complaining. Make a choice and be done with it.”

Brielle’s face grew pale, then flushed, and she clenched her jaw as she glared at me. 

I stared back. “Victor didn’t ask me to help. I’m helping because we can make a real difference. I’m helping because I want the crusade to reach the Tower and because I think we stand a much greater chance of breaking through to the portal with Victor’s help. So yes. I’m making a calculated risk. But I won’t force you to come. Do you want in? Come. You want to turn in and get some rest? Stay behind. But I won’t argue with you anymore.”

I turned away from Brielle, heart pounding, kind of amazed at my own tone and immediately regretting being so brusque. But I steeled myself and picked up Victor’s gift: a thigh-length shirt of chainmail, exquisitely crafted and lighter than I’d thought possible. 

Neither woman spoke as I squirmed into it, and halfway through the process, I regretted trying to put it on in front of Brielle when the chain caught on my sweater and left me trapped with my arms above my head.

“Imogen?” I asked, fighting to keep my voice cool and poised.

She stepped over to help, mercifully keeping her expression neutral, but I heard Brielle snort in disdain. 

All I could do was stare fixedly ahead as Imogen helped me get it on, tugging here and there till it slipped down over my shoulders and to my thighs.

“Ella’s force is leaving very soon,” I said. “Blindness isn’t coming, but he’s sending a good eight mages with us. That’s more than half his force, so they can’t be gone long. Are you ready, Imogen?”

She lifted each arm to tug at the hem of her gloves and nodded. “I am ready.”

“Good.” I didn’t dare look at Brielle. “Let’s go.” I moved to the tent entrance and ducked out. 

Imogen stepped out after me, and after a wrenching second so did Brielle. 

“What?” she asked. “You think I’ll actually shame my family and lineage by allowing the savior to kill himself through sheer stupidity?”

If there had been even a slightly teasing edge to those words, I might have teased her back. But there wasn’t. Just a flat accusation. So I nodded and marched through the Dead Man’s camp to where I’d agreed to meet Ella’s scouts.

The camp wasn’t settling down for a peaceful night. Many men remained around their campfires, clearly uneasy and with weapons close at hand. Countless eyes watched us pass. As we reached the camp’s edge, I saw a large number of fighters lined up and staring out into the darkness between us and Illington. There was no moon of course, but somehow, I could still make out the dark shapes of the closest buildings, and the pale towers rising up behind them.

I stopped and stared along with the rest. Was that movement along the base of the buildings, in the mouths of the streets where they opened up to the fields? A sense of swarming? I couldn’t tell, but it was hard to resist simply staring and trying to make out some detail, any detail, so as to learn what was going on.

“Noah.” Ella’s voice, coming from off to the side. She loomed over the others gathered around her;however, all of them exuded the same sense of hard-edged competency and self-sufficiency. A good twenty or so men and women, all of them lean like winter wolves and armed with nothing larger than a short sword.

Beside them stood another group, as eclectic as Ella’s people were uniform. The mages. Some wore robes, other traveling leathers. None were as ostentatious as Blindness, but each gave off a sense of power and mystery.

I’d started thinking of Blindness as male, I realized, and when he arrived, I thought of his floating cape of rose-colored leaves as his. 

“This is to be a quick operation,” he said. “We expose the army to grave danger by releasing so many from its defenses.”

“Understood,” said Ella. “Half an hour to infiltrate. Half an hour to draw the enemy into the designated squares. We launch our attack, retreat, and should be back shortly thereafter.”

Blindness turned to the cadre of mages. “Return no matter what within two hours. That is an unconditional order. Understood?”

The mages bowed their heads, and I saw Ella bristle. She and her people would be the ones left behind if that were to be the case.

“You insist on accompanying this attack, savior?” Blindness turned toward me, and in doing so directed everyone’s attention likewise. “Are you sure that this is wise?”

I could sense Brielle’s stare between my shoulder blades. “Won’t be our first fight. Won’t be our last.” And then, seized by some obscure impulse, I drew Shard and raised it aloft, willing just enough of my power into the blade so that it lit up as if drawn from the depths of a blacksmith’s fire. “Having Shard out there will tilt the odds in our favor. I’ll bring Bastion’s blessings and that of the Source with me. That’s worth a little risk.”

And god damn if I didn’t see relief pass through a number of the faces around me, shoulders push back a little, and even Ella gave me a curt nod that might have been respectful.

“As you deem fit,” said Blindness. It looked back to the mages. “Two hours. No more.” And with that, it – he - turned away to stride back toward Victor’s tent.

“You know your teams,” said Ella, voice sharp and taking control once more. “Savior, you and your companions will be joining Hrothgar’s group on the left side of Illington. I’ll lead the right. Let’s get in fast, people. Strike hard, strike often, then retreat to the square. Cross it all the way. The mages aren’t to open fire until the square is cleared, so do not linger. If you cannot cross in time, they may be forced to sacrifice you so as to do the most damage. Speed, people. Understood?”

There was a series of grunts, and a stocky man with an unkempt beard and hair growing up his cheeks approached. He was so corded in muscle that his shoulders were hunched forth as if tendons and sinews kept him bent over like ropes holding down a straining beast.

“Hrothgar,” he said, extending a palm ingrained with dirt. “An honor.”

“Noah,” I said. “Good to meet you.”

“Move out,” said Ella. “And may the Source bless your every step.”

“Up for a run?” asked Hrothgar, flashing yellowed teeth, and then turned to lope away into the dark, ten or so individuals breaking away to follow him.

“Not really,” I muttered, but I sheathed Shard and took off after him, Imogen and Brielle fleet-footed by my side.

And within a few minutes I began to appreciate Brielle’s argument. I never was a long-distance runner. I usually performed best when desperately sprinting away from some lethal encounter. But it was a good half mile toward distant Illington, and my aches and pains quickly began clamoring for my attention, my breath growing short, my throat burning.

Damn, I needed to work on my stamina. 

Still, I was able to keep Hrothgar and his people in sight, their number barely visible in the dark as we ran across the dead fields, old furrows crumbling beneath our boots, puffs of ash rising with each step. We arched out wide to avoid the front of Illington, looping out to come in from the left side, and by the time Hrothgar called a stop I was gasping for breath, sweat prickling my scalp, breath pluming before me in the icy cold. 

Not much of a picture of a heroic savior.

Imogen was also breathing heavily, obviously not fond of such runs herself, but Brielle glanced at me with disdain and walked on to meet the scouts, looking at best a little winded for all her prior complaints. 

I fought the urge to place my hands on my knees, and instead gulped a deep, searingly cold breath of air, held it, then slowly released. With a nod to Imogen, I followed Brielle and gathered with the others.

“All right,” said Hrothgar. “Here’s the plan. My people and I will move ahead and infiltrate the city. Give us around a ten-minute start, then follow after, making your way to the square. You should have enough time to reach it and take positions before we retreat your way. Bring down heaven’s fury upon whatever follows, and then we all race back for camp for whiskey and some hot food. Questions?”

Nobody spoke up. Hrothgar gave a curt nod. “Then come on, you whey-faced sons of bitches. Let’s go introduce ourselves.” And he turned and ran toward Illington, his men and women running silently after.

“Ten minutes,” I said, wiped my brow with the back of my sleeve, and turned to the group of mages. “Introductions are in order. I’m Noah Kilmartin. Formerly of Ruddock, Ohio. Now the savior of the universe.”

“Imogen. Seventh Circle in geomancy. Fifth Circle in levenbolt, and Fourth Circle in psyche-imperium.”

The others were clearly impressed; I saw eyebrows rise, and even the eerie looking bald girl with skin the color of chalk reassessed her.

“Brielle Islandis, of House Islandis,” said Brielle, clearly not pleased to have to follow that impression. “Third circle of firebolt.”

“I’m not sure where I’m at with levenbolt,” I said, glancing at Imogen. “First circle?”

“I’d guess second,” said Imogen with a quiet smile. “We’ll have to test you when we get a chance.”

“Right. But I’ve also got this,” I said, patting Shard’s hilt. “I can fire blasts of golden light that fuck’s shit up.”

“Impressive,” said the bald lady. She looked like an extra from Hellraiser, completely hairless, her lips painted gray, with black glyphs tattooed around her temple and eyes. Her outfit was stiff and made of stylized red leather, complete with a high collar and an ornate belt of tooled gold. “Inixia. Sixth Circle of the Body Absolute, and third of Psyche Imperium. Wards four.”

“Alexander Bright at your service,” said an exquisitely dressed young man with an elaborate curl of hair falling across his brow. He was dressed in an ornate green suit with a burgundy vest, buttons and golden bands adorning the hems. He appeared overly refined, his face pale as if dusted and giving me the impression of a courtier from the court of Louis XIV. “A humble magus, I am but setting forth on this adventure called life. My levenbolt is but a humble second circle, but my wards and green path are a more respectable four. As much good as the green path does me in this sphere.”

“Rasvoten,” said a homeless looking dude from the back of the group, his accent harsh. He loomed tall, his robe voluminous and black, his hair and beard grown out wild. “Second circle in the shadow path. Fifth circle in shadowbolt.”

“Kashala of Earth,” said the fourth mage. She had a calm, stern presence, her skin a burnished bronze, her hair tightly curled in copper coils. She held a twisted staff of wood in one hand and was clad in a complex layering of skirts, furs, and tunics of umber, yellow, and pale green. “Sixth circle of firebolt. Oneiromancy two.”

“Of Earth?” I asked. “Like, Earth Earth? Which country?”

She frowned at me. “The nation of Ghazzan. You know of it?”

“Ghazzan? Is that in the middle east somewhere? Like… close to Uzbekistan or something?”

Her frown deepened. “No. It’s part of the Federation of Free Hope.”

“Uh… that doesn’t ring a bell,” I said. “I’m from the United States? Ohio?”

Kashala shook her head slowly. “The United States of Hedok? That nation ceased to exist centuries ago.”

“Different Earth, maybe,” I said, feeling embarrassed. “I guess lots of people call their home Earth.”

There was an awkward silence, and then the last mage took a tentative step forward. Of the five she looked the most normal; a young woman, chestnut hair cut boyishly short in a pixie cut, clad in traveling gear that wouldn’t have stood out in a RenFair; knee-high boots, a laced up tunic striped white and blue, a moss green cloak falling to her knees. An amused quirk to her lips, arched dark brows, freckles over her nose and cheeks. The kind of girl I’d have spent hours covertly watching at the university library, sure she was awesome and cool and nerdy and just my speed if I’d only work up the nerve to ask her what she was reading.

“Hannah,” she said. “Third Circle of firebolt, First Circle of wards, Second Circle of Physical.”

“Hannah,” I said. “Kashala. Ras… Rasputin?”

“Rasvoten,” said the dark figure. “Voten. Not putin.”

“Gotcha. Rasvoten. Alexander Bright?”

The man clicked his heels together and snapped his head down into a bow, causing his curl to bounce.

“And Inixia? Great. Pleasure to meet you all.”

Inixia raised her chin. “I suggest we defer to Imogen’s authority. As the highest ranking mage, hers is the right to lead.”

Imogen removed her glasses and wiped them on her shirt. “Very well. We’ve a fine assortment of powers. Kashala, you’re our primary striker with firebolt six. I suggest you take the center. Rasvoten, you and I will take opposing flanks with our fifth circles. Hannah, Brielle, you should provide supporting fire for Rasvoten and me; we’ll split you accordingly. Alexander, Inixia: your ability with wards will be of primary use. Alexander, you’ll be with Kashala and make sure she is able to lay down as much damage as possible. Inixia, use your flight to support whichever flank is being targeted the most.”

Everyone nodded.

“I’ll be using my geomancy to keep everyone appraised of Ella’s approach and that of the enemy. I’ll also ensure that we’re not flanked or counter-ambushed in turn.”

“Most excellent,” murmured Alexander. “Very fine, very fine.”

“And me?” I asked, feeling a little superfluous.

“You’re the savior,” said Imogen, her eyes gleaming with amusement. “I daren’t give you orders.”

“Right, great. In that case, I’ll be a free agent. See where I’m needed most.”

Inixia considered me with the glittering eyes of a basalt statue. “Do not needlessly endanger yourself. I would be forced to rescue you at the expense of others.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “I’ll try to stay out of the way.”

Imogen crouched and placed her hand on the ground. We all watched in silence as the wind scythed by, blowing a fine haze of ash before it and scything into our clothing. Finally, Imogen rose, smoothed down her short apron and gave a nod. 

“The way is clear. Shall we?”

“Let’s,” I said, and broke into a jog.

Illington rose before us, its white towers distant and hazy as if seen in the depths of a gloomy, twilight pond, the lower buildings at its edges rising like dark barrows, their forms little more than shadowy hulks. No moonlight. No starlight, even, just the cloying darkness and piercing cold, the taste of silty ash on my tongue and the pants and rapid breathing of the mages running behind me.

I kept a hand on Shard’s pommel to keep it from banging against my legs and made my way across the last of the fields. The cold had frozen the topsoil, but each step plunged my boot through that brittle layer into the softer loam beneath, so that I felt as I if raced across some alien beach, legs soon burning, breath growing labored in my lungs.

Finally, we reached the town’s outskirts. A lane showed lighter against the darker fields to our left and turned into a street proper where it entered between two buildings. It was impossible to make out what they might have once been: residences? Shops? Guard posts? They were formless hulks, their windows and doors lacked definition. Something flapped by high overhead and I dropped into a crouch, the others doing the same, and then whatever it was disappeared, having passed us by.

“Here,” said Imogen. “A moment.” Once more she pressed her gloved hand to the ground. “Down this street then second right to a broader avenue. That enters our target square four blocks further down. There’s some… things in the buildings, but nothing that seems like an overt threat. Squatters, perhaps? But not human. If we move quickly and quietly they shouldn’t bother us.”

“All right.” I rose, trying to control my breath. “Second right, four down.” I didn’t run this time, but instead strode rapidly, entering Illington at long last, leaving the crumbling softness of the fields for the worn cobbles beneath a thick layer of ash. It was hard not to glance in every direction, to try and see a threat coming before it was upon us, to give into the paranoia that was rapidly gripping me by the throat. Instead, I took my time scanning each building as we came upon it, not trying to pick up any detail but letting my gaze unfocus so that movement would register more acutely upon my senses.

Nothing.

The ash muffled our footsteps. In the far distances I heard cries and shouts. Battle? Celebration? Impossible to tell. The mages followed closely behind, a tightly knit knot, and when we reached the second street I took the turn so that soon we stepped out onto the avenue.

It wasn’t all that impressive - not some broad, Parisian thoroughfare with lamp posts or the like. Simply a broader street, cobbled as before, the buildings here perhaps two or three stories. I was tempted to draw Shard, to push some light before us so as to see better but knew that to be foolish. 

Instead, we marched toward the square, pausing every so often for Imogen to press her palm to the ground. Three blocks in and she held up a hand in warning.

“The square’s being used. I sense some five people, gathered around a fire. There’s some kind of… being… at the far side of the square, but its magic is blocking my geomancy.”

Everyone exchanged concerned looks. 

“These five are definitely not Ella’s people?” I asked.

Imogen nodded.

“Then how’s this for a plan? Inixia, are you strong enough to carry Kashala when you fly?”

“Assuredly.”

“Then how about you fly her over the five and she incinerates them from above. Whatever is on the far side of the square will react, but you’ve got your wards in case of trouble. You then retreat, it follows, and we all unleash our attacks on it at once.”

Inixia glanced to Imogen, who shrugged. “Sounds like a plan to me.”

“Very well,” said Inixia. “Kashala. You are willing?”

The copper-haired magus nodded. “My range is a little over twenty yards. Try not to take me much higher than that.”

I raised an eyebrow. Twenty yards? Hot damn.

“I will descend to that range,” said Inixia. “Come.” And she slipped her arms under Kashala’s, murmured a few fell words, and suddenly her leather robes began to ripple and she surged up into the air, Kashala letting out a squawk as she rose. A moment later they’d levitated straight up and disappeared into the dark.

“I shall mask our approach,” said Rasvoten. “Gather round. Shadows shall be our veil.”

I can’t deny that I was a little hesitant, but everyone else shuffled in close to the magus so I did the same. He raised his hand, whispered into it as if speaking to a tiny handheld phone, and then I saw shadows writhe up like flames from between his fingers, so dark they stood out even in the ambient darkness of night. He closed his hand into a fist and shadows arose around us, reaching higher and higher till their tips touched over our heads and we were contained within a shadowy globe.

“We go,” he said, and we did. Down the last block, all of us pressed close, Imogen to my side, Hannah to the other, till at last the avenue opened and I saw the square beyond. 

For a medium-sized town, it was a grand affair; a large fountain stood in the center, though I couldn’t make out the statuary, and it was broad enough to hold a market or festival. The buildings that fronted it were impressive as well, easily three or four stories tall, their pale facades faintly luminous in the night.

“Spread out,” whispered Imogen. “I’ll keep us appraised.” And once more she pressed her gloved hand to the cobbles.

I stared up at the night sky. The undersides of the clouds were dark and oppressive, so low they felt as if they might press down upon the buildings themselves. Was that movement in the air above the fountain? Something descending?

“Where’s the fire?” someone asked.

“I sense it there by the fountain,” whispered Imogen.

I couldn’t make out any source of light, not even the hint of something such as a trashcan fire or the like.

“Shadow flames,” said Rasvoten. “Black fire. Invisible to the eye.”

Then the heavens split open with a thunderous roar. A thin rope of fire descended faster than the eye could follow straight toward the ground and there billowed out into a massive cushion of roiling flame, in whose heart I could barely make out shrieking forms as people leaped to their feet and staggered about.

It was so bright that I had to shield my eyes, half turning away with an upraised arm, and a rolling wave of heat washed over me, even at this distance.

The shrieks and screams cut off, and then all was dark again, a nullity of sight after that overwhelming brightness that made the world seem even darker. 

“It’s coming, whatever it is,” said Imogen, rising to her feet. “It’s… unfolding.”

Inixia landed beside us.

Kashala stumbled a few steps as she caught her balance then turned to Imogen with a grin. “How was that?” she asked.

Alexander flipped his head back, clearing his hair from his face. “Exemplary. Perhaps excessive? Either way, count me inspired.”

“Unfolding?” I drew Shard. “What does that mean?”

“I don’t know,” said Imogen. “Anybody see it?”

“It is clothed in shadow,” said Rasvoten. “I cannot see it but can sense it. Moving fast. This way. Large.”

“Wards up!” I said. “Inixia! Alex! Get ‘em up!”

Immediately a pale white sphere manifested around us, pearlescent then interlaced with an emerald copy, both of them shimmering where they touched and providing the kind of laser light show craziness that would have been the delight of a host of Pink Floyd fans.

And not too soon. 

I didn’t see what struck at us, but the impact caused an explosion of white and green flame to erupt directly overhead, as if an iron pylon had fallen from a great height into a lake, sending up massive waves that surged out across the spheres.

Inixia and Alexander both let out cries of dismay, and Alex dropped to one knee.

“Let ‘em rip!” I shouted, and I channeled my fear and will into Shard so that a pulse of golden light flared out through the shields, flanked by a couple of bolts of lightning and three gouts of flame. 

The sound was incredible. A cataclysmic boom of thunder along with the devil dragon roar of fire. The night was split as by the explosion of an atom bomb, and shadows recoiled and burned off like water before a flame thrower, revealing our enemy standing tall above us, freakish and the stuff of nightmares.

Limbs that were little more than black sticks, gangly and ungodly long, so that it rose some ten yards high, hunched over with an emaciated body like that of one of those rescued bog people, but with a huge head, a carnival float of a mask, bright crimson and with an elongated nose that gave me horrific memories of the Child Catcher from that movie about the animated car. A long spindly pipe extended from between its bared teeth, and its white hair heaved and surged behind it like massive weeds caught in the ebb and flow of a vicious tide.

“Shoxar!” shouted Inixia. “Fuck!”

The lightning bolts, gouts of flame and my own pulsing blast from Shard collided with a smoky sphere of its own, around which circled endless bands of crimson runes. For a second the protective ward held, then our combined power shattered through, caught the Shoxar in the chest, and flung it back into the darkness.

Hannah helped steady Alexander by placing a hand on his shoulder and raised her fist from which flared a pale, soapstone green sphere of her own, barely large enough to cover the two of them.

“It’s not dead,” snapped Imogen. “Inixia. What can it do?”

“They’re magi,” said Inixia, breathing heavily, trickles of blood running from her nostrils. “Powerful. Hard to kill. Shadow based, but with a focus on decay. It’ll -”

The spheres exploded into sparks and like that were shattered and fell apart into dying motes of light. Inixia screamed and keeled over. I heard Alex grunt as he sagged into Hannah’s arms. 

Impulse, instinct, something bid me burst forward, race into the square with blade raised, the light of Shard a beacon of hope and perhaps insanity. Voices raised in panic, in anger. A bolt of lightning flashed over my shoulder and into the dark but failed to connect. 

And then it was there, rising before me, ten yards tall despite being hunched over, a plume of noxious smoke rising from its pipe as it peered down at me with its grotesque mask. 

No thought, no doubt, no time to hesitate. I screamed and swiped Shard, unleashing another pulse of golden light. I’d seen this attack sever giant spiders in half, drop Gray Mongrels from the air mid-leap, but the Shoxar raised a hand and a shield of smoky light shot through with his crimson runes manifested just before my attack could take off its head.

And it grinned, the wood of the mask creaking and splintering as somehow the carved mouth twisted in delight. It raised a hand, but before it could cast or attack Imogen was beside me.

She raised a small, tightly clenched fist in defiance, and screamed, “Hold your attack, you son of a bitch!”

And the air did fairly smolder with the power in her words, which struck the Shoxar and caused it to hesitate, to step back.

Man, I loved me some psyche-imperium.

I slashed my second attack up like swinging a golf club, swinging from the hips, and at the very last shouted in defiance as I unleashed my power in the form of a searing arc of aureate light.

Befuddled perhaps by Imogen’s command, the Shoxar raised its shield too late. My beam of gold severed its raised hand at the wrist and the upper left quadrant of its masked head.

Then Kashala was there. She swung both arms around, smacked her hands together in the center, interlaced her fingers and unloaded a deluge of flame up at the Shoxar from short range. The sheer heat and intensity of the blast knocked me staggering aside, blinded by the searing light, and the roar seemed to go on and on.

I caught my balance, looked up through my fingers, and saw the Shoxar backing away, waving its arms at the flame as if to fend it off even as it melted, slagged into dripping gobbets that rained down upon the cobbles, its pipe cindering, masking bursting into flame.

Kashala screamed and leaned into the attack, her very eyes lighting up with crimson light, and I sensed a great push of magical force as she urged a final tidal wave of flame to flare up and engulf the Shoxar, obliterating it completely so that it fell back onto the ground, a mass of spindly charred bones and wreckage.

“God… damn,” I panted, forcing myself to stand straight. Heart racing like a runaway carriage around a cliff-hugging road, I stared at Kashala. “That’s only Circle Six? How high can it go?” 

Kashala was staring wide-eyed at where the Shoxar lay, shoulders heaving as she fought to control her gasps, so it was Imogen that answered.

“One of the masters in Bastion had entered the Eleventh Circle.” Then she wheeled on me. “And what were you thinking? Running out like that? You nearly -”

I grabbed her by the nape of the neck and pulled her into a kiss, grinning as I did so, elated to have survived, high on power and the danger we’d just destroyed. Imogen protested, hands against my chest then laughed and kissed me back before struggling free. 

“You’re insane!”

“There’s only one thing I want from you right now,” I said, stepping close again. “One thing more than any other. One thing only you can give. Now. On your knees.”

Her eyes opened wide behind her glasses. “What? What are you -”

“Geomancy,” I said. “After that light show, I bet we’ve called everything within ten city blocks.”

“What - oh - you mean -” And then she thwapped me hard on the arm, hesitated, and shoved me hard with both hands in the chest so that I stumbled back, laughing.

“You asshole! Fine! Fine.” She pushed her glasses back up her nose, flipped her braids back, and lowered herself to one knee.

I looked back to the others. I could barely make them out in the gloom. Alex and Inixia were still down, leaving Hannah and Rasvoten to stand guard over them.

“Damn,” said Imogen. She looked up at me, all humor gone. “We’re in trouble.”

 


Chapter 13

 

 

My moment of elation faded as quickly as it had come. Elation or mania? Didn’t matter now. I frowned at the darkness that cloaked the far side of the square and brought Shard up, holding it with both hands and doing my very best not to squeeze the hilt apart. 

“What is it?” I asked. “How bad?”

“Ella’s forces have succeeded,” said Imogen, rising to her feet and clapping the dust off her hands. “They’re coming our way. Fast.”

“And?” Brielle’s voice was tight with fear and annoyance.

“There’s almost a hundred of Lilith’s followers right behind them. As in, right behind them.”

“Damn,” I whispered. Glanced back at the cadre of mages. Alexander was sitting up, one hand pressed to Inixia’s brow, a soft green glow from his fingertips causing her chalk-white skin to glow a vivid green. “Stick to the plan?”

“We’ve got less than a minute,” said Imogen. “I’m not sure we’re strong enough to handle the numbers coming at us.”

“So - leave?” asked Brielle. “That what you’re advocating?”

“No!” Imogen flipped a braid back behind her shoulder in irritation. “But - I don’t know. We’re running out of time.”

Tension curdled my guts. I could make out flickering lights approaching us down the length of the far avenue. “Back to the mages. Hurry.”

We jogged across the square just as Inixia sat up, face drawn with pain. Alexander groaned and collapsed onto his side.

“How are you?” I asked, turning back to the far side of the square. “Inixia?”

“Ready to fight,” she said, climbing to her feet. “Alexander expended himself through an unorthodox use of the Green Path. He won’t be able to help.”

“Fly him to the horses and come straight back,” I said, the decision coming to me even as I spoke. “The rest of you, we’re changing our plan. There’s over a hundred of the enemy coming our way. We’re going to form a bulwark against which they’ll break. Rasvoten, can you shield us with shadow until I give the word?”

“Yes,” he said, voice a rasp. “Though know that more potent magics will detect us.”

Inixia was still standing there, frowning at me, wanting to hear the rest of the plan, but there wasn’t any time. 

“Go!” I said. “Hurry!”

She gave a stiff nod, crouched to lift Alexander in her arms, then leaped into the air, propelled by her magic more than her legs, arching back to then turn and speed off over the buildings and into the night.

Should we move to the center of the square to give Ella’s people less ground to cover before reaching safety? No, we’d risk getting surrounded. Here then. 

“Shadows up,” said Imogen. She’d no need for geomancy. The shouts and screams, the bellows and skirling laughter as of that of the mad was echoing off the far buildings, and the darkness roiled as a crowd moved toward us, some holding aloft torches but many of them comfortable with their native darkness.

Rasvoten stepped forward and crossed his arms, hissed words of power then slashed at the air. Shadows boiled around our feet then rose up to close overhead in a dome through which I could see the square as if reflected in a dusky mirror. 

The first of Ella’s people sprinted out into the square, casting terrified glances behind her as she ran, as swiftly as a deer.

“Hold till you hear my command,” I said. “Kashala, let loose into the center of the enemy. Hannah, Imogen, attack the right side. Brielle, Rasvoten, you take the left. Imogen, you’re going to have to let us know when the last of Ella’s -”

But that’s all I was able to manage before the horde poured into the square, a dozen goatmen leaping forth ahead of the main crowd, their long axes gleaming in the light of the moon, braying their laughter as they sought to fall upon three of Ella’s scouts, who screamed and turned at the last, weapon raised in defiance. 

Kashala spread the fingers of both hands wide and cursed beneath her breath, and immediately ten tendrils of flame no thicker than pencils flew forth from her fingertips, searing the darkness to loop and swirl and play over the goatmen, faster than thought, setting them afire with such vehemence that it was as if they’d bathed in oil first. Like that they fell like flaming meteors to the ground, their forms streaming crimson as they screamed and rolled upon the cobbles, desperately trying to put out the unnatural flames to no avail.

Ella’s scouts didn’t bother cheering. They simply turned and ran toward us. 

Kashala slumped down to one knee.

A score of men and women broke out into the square, wielding blades and clubs, scythes and flails, torches held aloft so that they appeared a legion broken free from Hell, their faces painted and horrific, their armor piece-meal and insane, whooping and laughing as they ran at us, chasing a fifth scout who fought to keep ahead of them, face twisted in a grimace of pain.

Ella. 

She’d been wounded.

“Forward,” I called. There was no way she’d reach our side of the square before they caught her. “Run!”

I led the charge, fighting the panic and fear that made me want to sprint, keeping my pace instead to a quick jog, gauging, watching the gap close between Ella and the legion. Just before they closed with her, when I saw the lead man extend his arm to catch hold of the back of Ella’s tunic, I shouted, “Now!”

Lightning and bolts of flame flew from our group, leaped as if with a mind of their own across the square to frame Ella, pass her by on both sides, and plow deep into the ranks of the enemy. 

Screams. Confusion. Chaos. 

But there were more of them coming right behind. Ella tripped and went down. I saw a sixth scout break out of an alley off to my left, sobbing for breath and clutching his side as he nearly fell, turning to run toward us, another dozen shadowy figures right behind him.

I extended Shard and willed a flash of golden light to spear through the air, past him and into the enemy ranks, cutting a swathe through their center and leaving them in disarray. 

My companions were hurling bolt after bolt of flame and fire, Rasvoten grunting with each spear of black shadow that he hurled. It was enough to stall the enemy’s attack; Ella regained her feet and began to limp toward us, willing herself to fight through the pain of her wound and keep moving.

But then a sphere of purple light flickered into existence over the enemy’s left flank, followed by a dull burgundy one that was twice as large over the center.

Our magical strikes failed to pierce these wards, and with a scream the mob hurled themselves forward, their wards keeping pace.

“Ella!” Abandoning all caution, I ran forward, broke into that panicked sprint I’d been fighting. Passed the fountain, saw Ella reach out to me with an outstretched hand just as the head of a spear burst out through the center of her chest, lifting her from her feet and up into the air.

“No!” I slashed at the air, a reckless, horrified swipe, and sent an arc of golden light flashing under her feet at the monstrous ogre that held the boar spear - only to see my attack smack into the crimson ward, which flickered and died. 

But still blocked my attack.

Ella screamed as the ogre lifted the spear higher, and she slid down its length onto the broad flanges that stuck out a foot below the spear point.

Kashala sent a river of flame through the now missing ward into the mob, a flash of lightning passing me on my left, and then I was upon them, ducking under Ella’s kicking feet to hack at the spear shaft, severing it in two and continuing my spin to turn full circle and bring my blade hammering into the ogre’s side.

It was at least eight feet tall, a mass of heavy, slab-like muscles and an obscene face that looked to be all maw and piggy eyes. It bellowed as my blade cut deep into its side, but before it could react I was bull rushed by two cultists who slammed into me, one with a kite shield so that I was lifted from my own feet and hurled back onto the cobbles.

Torches raised all around me. Flickering shadows, leaping flames, faces distended in anger and terror, eyes wide in the firelight, blades gleaming. The man with the shield followed his body check by stepping over me, his curved blade slashing down toward my face, and with a scream I threw up my hand and unleashed a blast of lightning right into his chest, lifting him up off the ground as blue and white light scalded the air, enmeshing him in a cage of questing white electric fibers and then he was gone. 

There were three more to take his place. I rolled aside to avoid an ax blow, sparks flying up, and as I came around I whipped Shard with me, unleashing a blast of golden light that severed an arm, the top of a woman’s head, and cut right through the third man’s torso. They fell apart, screams and gurgles drowned out by the ogre’s roar as he stomped over to me and lifted his massive foot to crush me beneath his heel.

Gasping for breath, I stared up, momentarily expended, nothing left to throw - and then a bolt of fire slammed into the ogre’s chest, wreathing him and causing his skin to blister and peel away with terrifying speed, revealing his raw muscles which blackened and split, so that he screamed piteously and fell back, clutching at his ruined body.

Brielle. With a cry, she hacked at a charging man, knocking his blade aside and then ramming her shoulder into his chest, stopping him cold so that he staggered back and a moment later had his throat cut open by her riposte. A spin and she stabbed her blade behind her, straight into a woman’s chest who’d raised an ax overhead and now dropped it with a scream only to be booted off Brielle’s blade and fall to her side.

“Up!” screamed Brielle. “Get up, damn you!”

I scrambled to my feet, snapping out of my state of shock, and everywhere I saw blasts of fire and electricity, the enemy falling over and over again as they charged our little group, but each time getting closer, pressing in through sheer weight of numbers.

I hurried over to where Ella lay, some mad plan to haul her to safety seizing me, but stopped when I saw her stiff features, frozen in an expression of pain. The spear had burst clear through her sternum, shattering bone and rending her lungs in the process. Dead.

I couldn’t curse - all I could do was stumble back, forcing myself to tear my eyes from her face, and then raise my blade to fall into a crouch beside Imogen who was desperately throwing levenbolt after levenbolt into the thickening ranks before us. 

“Mage,” she gasped, voice barely audible. “They’ve got - a mage - somewhere -”

As if summoned, a slender figure clothed in dirty rags appeared beside her, no larger than a child, but from its upraised hand a blast of concussive power erupted to strike Imogen square in the temple. 

A faltering cry was all she managed before collapsing at my feet.

I roared and swung - but the figure simply disappeared, my blade passing through where it had stood but a second before. I looked desperately in all directions, but it was gone, cloaked no doubt by its Hexenmagic. 

A soapstone green ward appeared around me just before an ax bounced off its side, a blow that would have taken me straight in the ribs. I thrust through the glowing light, burying Shard’s tip in the man’s snarling face, then fell back to stand protectively over Imogen.

A streak of virulent green light slammed into Hannah’s ward, and I heard her cry out behind me as it went down. There, a second mage, garbed in a black robe with a flaring crimson hood, his face badly burned and with one eye covered with a black cloth. He raised his hand again, palm pointed at me, green fire kindling into existence between his fingers.

A moment as I met his eye, and then he grinned and unleashed a bolt right at me.

I shouted in fear as I brought Shard up to parry - only for the bolt to slam into a pearlescent white wall that appeared before me, curving up and around to encapsulate all of me.

Inixia flew down from the heavens and with arms crossed before her face simply dove straight through the ranks of the enemy, her leather coat rippling behind her as she plowed through their number, smashing warriors aside, shattering bones and snapping spines before rising up once more into the sky to turn and regard the crowd below.

“Flee!” she yelled, her voice rippling with power as she pointed behind them. “Now! Run!”

The ranks of the enemy quivered with uncertainty, and then Kashala hurled a blast of fire into their midst and they broke. With yells of panic they ran back into the city. 

I caught a glimpse of the black-robed magician, saw his lips curl into a sneer of anger, and then shadows writhed around him and he was gone. 

Inixia landed beside us, descending through her ward so that it rippled above us. 

“Thank god,” I said, fighting the urge to fall to my knees. “Imogen. Please. Take her to Blindness.”

Inixia crouched beside my fallen companion and touched her fingers to the side of her neck. A brief pause, then she nodded. “Very well. The rest of you?”

“Time to retreat,” I said, surprised at how hoarse my voice was. “The scouts?”

“I saw five of them make it out of the city,” said Inixia. “No telling how many more might still be coming.”

“We’ve done what we can,” I said, refusing to look to where Ella lay. “Let’s hurry.”

Inixia lifted Imogen effortlessly in her arms, cradled her to her chest, and then surged up into the sky. I watched her go with my heart in my throat. What would I do without Imogen by my side? Could I lose her so soon? Would I have the will to continue my quest - to cross Ghogiel and every other sphere - without her power, wisdom, and friendship?

“Come on,” said Brielle, voice rough. “She’ll be fine. We need to go.”

I gave her a grateful nod. “Yeah. You’re right. Thanks.”

“No thanks needed.” She pulled her mane of hair back behind her head, gave it a twist and then released it. “Like I told you. That’s why I’m here.” And she broke out into a jog, moving to catch up with Hannah. Rasvoten was helping Kashala, an arm around her waist, and together they’d nearly reached the square’s far side.

Not wanting to be left alone with that creepy child sorcerer around, I took a deep breath and ran after them.

The scouts were waiting for us by the horses, and without a word we mounted up and rode as one back to camp. Feeling the presence of evil right behind us, I held on for dear life as my horse galloped alongside the others. I’d never ridden a horse this fast, and remained crouched like a monkey above the saddle, thighs burning as I fought the urge to try and sit and be hammered to pieces by the surging saddle. 

The camp hove into view, and I saw that a skirmish was raging along its front: forces had streamed forth from Illington to assault the front line, though the attack seemed halfhearted; groups would charge forth, engage the soldiers and then retreat, never mounting enough momentum to sustain an attack for long.

“It worked!” shouted one of the scouts, his voice nearly torn away by the wind. “They’re not attacking en masse!”

We rode toward the designated spot on the camp’s side, outriders pulling in to identify and then accompany us into the camp proper. A sparse defense had been erected in the form of sharpened logs that had been dug into the soil; they were few and far between, however, but gave the defending soldiers a sense of a line. We rode in through these stakes, and there everyone dismounted, with one of the scouts practically falling out of his saddle.

Rasvoten smacked at his voluminous robes, causing clouds of dust to erupt, and then helped Kashala dismount before bowing low to me. “Savior. We must report to Blindness.”

“I need to see him, too,” I said. “Need to see how Imogen’s doing.”

Hannah hesitated, exchanging a glance with the shadow mage while curling a lock of hair behind her ear. “Victor will be expecting your report.”

“Imogen comes first,” I said, no hesitation in my heart. “Brielle, you coming?”

“Of course,” she said. “I’m not completely heartless.”

I never said you were I almost replied, but then bit back the words and simply nodded. “Lead on?”

Rasvoten helped Kashala walk. Her efforts in Illington had left her so drained she could barely limp along. Guards bustled forward to take the horses, the scouts headed over to meet with those who had entered the other side of the town, and I thought again of Ella, of her expression of fixed agony as she lay in the dust in the dark behind us.

Damn. 

Mind roiling with regret, doubt, and concern, I followed the three mages through the tents. Everyone was on alert, entire bands standing armed and ready for a summons to the front line. Messengers ran everywhere, kicking up dust, and fires burned brightly as if the men around them hoped to dispel their fears by defying the night itself.

Blindness’ tent was located a stone’s throw from Victor’s, which I glanced at guiltily as I stopped behind the others. 

“Master Blindness?” called Rasvoten, inclining his head to one side as if that might help him better hear a response. “May we enter?”

“Enter,” came that eerie voice and the mages did so one by one, ducking their heads to step inside the ornate rose tent that somehow seemed to have avoided becoming dusty.

I gestured for Brielle to go first, and she grimaced at me, as if unable to decide between a scowl or tight smile, and then I entered right after.

The sounds of the camp and battle faded away as if we’d stepped into a room a half mile distant. Instead, I heard the plaintive tinkling of a waterfall, though none was in evidence, and the air took on a refreshing cast, with hints of mint and pine resin making me realize for just how long I’d failed to smell anything but dust and decay. A number of simple pallets were arranged along one side of the large tent, while the other was given to a fold out wooden desk and heavy leather chair. 

Blindness stood beside Imogen, who lay sleeping on a pallet, Alexander lay one over. It had two fingers to her badly bruised brow but was gazing toward the front line as if it could see it through the tent’s canvas; its other hand was raised, and it continuously gestured, making one sign after another as he seemed to speak in two voices at once.

Inixia stepped forward from the shadows to join our side. “Blindness says the injury was serious. The blow was a combination of force and corruption magic. He is working even now to prevent it from destroying her mind.”

It was like a gut punch. I felt sick and my hands shook as I strode over to where Imogen lay, taking her hand in mine as my eyes filled with tears.

The entire left side of her face was swollen, the skin tight and shiny as if about to burst. Her temple, however, where she’d sustained the attack, was marbled with gray threads, and I saw that the left lens of her glasses where they were folded by her side was cracked.

“Imogen,” I whispered, sinking into a crouch and squeezing her hand gently. “Hey. It’s Noah. I’m here. You’re going to be all right.”

Blindness continued to whisper in two simultaneous voices, one calling out commands as if addressing invisible aids de camp beside him, the other maintaining a persist drone as of an ongoing spell. 

“Savior,” he said in a third voice, overlapping the others so that I could barely tease his words out. “You are returned. I am glad.”

I stared up at his wooden mask. He never looked down at me, continuing to focus on the front line. “How is she? Is she going to be all right?”

“Yes,” said Blindness with calm authority. “I was able to provide healing in time. The spell was pernicious; had I been even minutes later she would have survived but with considerable mental disfigurement. As it is, I believe there is a strong chance she will avoid all handicaps and no loss of intelligence or personality.”

My stomach felt like it was filled with battery acid, and I closed my eyes as a wave of horror past through me. What fate had we narrowly avoided? Would I have been able to take care of Imogen if her mind had been broken, take her with us? Or would I have had to abandon her, as terrible as that option would have been?

“Thank you,” I whispered. 

“Your plan was effective if costly,” said Blindness. “Sufficient numbers of the enemy were distracted from the main assault to allow us to handle this skirmish with relative ease; the majority of our soldiers should be sufficiently fresh come morning to launch our assault. Unfortunately, we have severely depleted our magical resources in doing so; Alexander will not recover till tomorrow, Inixia is greatly drained, and I can tell that Kashala is likewise.”

“Ella died,” I said, unable to speak above a whisper. “I wasn’t able to save her in time.”

For a moment Blindness simply continued to heal Imogen even as he did whatever he was doing with the battle. Then he clenched his fists and inclined his head. “Such is the nature of war. Friends and companions are lost. She died bravely, I am sure, and in service to the crusade. A noble death.”

“Yeah,” I said, focusing on Imogen’s face. “I guess.” Though it didn’t feel like it, and I thought I heard anger beneath the mage’s otherwise calm tone. “How long till she wakes?”

“Tomorrow at the earliest,” said Blindness. “If we are lucky. I will send for you once she does.”

I rose to my feet, still holding her hand. “Thank you. Again.”

“Think nothing of it. We must all do all that we can to destroy Lilith and push her from Chokmah. Victor is expecting you.”

“He in his tent?”

“No. He walks the battle lines. Seek him there.”

I bowed, not quite knowing why other than that it felt appropriate, and then nodded to Brielle to follow, gave a small wave to the other mages and stepped back outside.

Immediately the sounds of battle rose once more, the cries and clangor of conflict. The dry, dusty wind blew past me, stealing away the last vestiges of mint, and the cold dug its fingers deep into my body as if seeking to pry apart my joints with icicles. I shivered, shrugged my shoulders, then gave Brielle a sidelong glance as she emerged.

She met my gaze and then looked away as if stung.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing.” She drew herself up, still looking away, and I saw a band of muscle flash into sharp relief over her jaw. “Go on. Go find Victor.”

“Brielle.” I felt so tired. The come-down from the battle in Illington had left me weak and shaking. Seeing Imogen stretched out like that on the cot, her face so badly bruised, knowing she’d almost… I couldn’t take any more games. “Could you just grow up?”

Her cheeks flushed even as her nostrils paled. If I hadn’t known her Circle to be Firebolt, I could have sworn sparks of electricity flashed across her eyes. “Could I what, Noah Kilmartin?”

“Oh hey, you know my last name. I could have sworn you’d never paid that much attention.” OK, yeah, I knew I was digging my grave here. But after days of being treated like dirt, I was just too tired to give a damn.

She slowly turned to face me full on. Her hands were clenched into white-knuckled fists. “Do you want me to leave?” Her voice was a strained whisper. “Is that what you’re trying to do? Drive me away? Because if so, these childish games aren’t needed. Give the word and we’ll sever our bond and go our separate ways.”

Now that I hadn’t expected. I raised both hands. “Wait, whoa - what? No! Of course not! I’m just - I’m just really tired, all right Brielle? You’re a handful at the best of times, and ever since you made it clear that you hate me for fucking up back in Harthome, I-”

“Hate you?” She stabbed a finger in my chest. “Haven’t you given me enough reason?”

“Yeah, yeah, I know I fucked up-”

“No, Noah. You don’t know it. You’ve tried to pretend what happened between us never took place ever since Imogen arrived. That you didn’t - didn’t offend me and then immediately roll over and fuck the closest next thing - never mind that she was a sorceress of Lilith - and -”

“Hey!” I kept my hands raised but leaned forward, going eye to eye with her. “How many times I got to apologize? I told you I know I fucked up. Imogen even said I was probably ensorcelled by Rosanna’s Hexenmagic. What more do you want me to say?”

“Nothing,” she said, voice going dangerously quiet. “I’m tired of your words. Tired of everything about you, Noah. I’ll leave you to Imogen. I can tell how much you like her. Don’t worry. I’ll keep out of your way from now on.”

She tried to turn away but I grabbed her arm. “God damnit Brielle! Will you just stop? For a moment? What are you talking about, how much I like Imogen? Of course I like her, but no more than -”

“Don’t lie,” she said, voice even quieter, her smoky grey eyes narrowed to slits. “I’ve seen how you are around her. How concerned you were just now when you saw her lying there. You practically lost your shit, which I understand, but it made things very clear -”

“Of course I nearly lost my shit!” I raised my voice over her own, not caring who might overhear. “Just like I’d lose it if you got hurt -”

She laughed, a cutting, bitter sound, and pointedly pulled her arm free of my grip. “Sure you would. How did you so gallantly put it? I’m a handful at the best of times? You sure you wouldn’t give a sigh of relief if I got hurt, Noah? See it as a break from my immaturity?”

I buried my fingers in my hair, trying to keep what vestiges of my temper remained under control. “You’re insane -”

“So now I’m insane -”

“You’re insane if you think I’d feel relieved if you got hurt. Damnit, Brielle! You’re the one who pushed me away that night when I said that thing, you’re the one who went all cold and kicked me out! How did you expect me to take being rejected like that?”

She opened her mouth to protest, eyes wide, then scowled and took a sharp step back. “Whatever. Why did I even bother bringing this all up? I should have -”

“See? You always do this. Whenever I force you into a corner you just walk away, make it so that it’s my fault no matter what I say or do -”

Brielle stepped right back into my face, her eyes inches from mine as she jabbed her finger in my chest again. “It is your fault! You’re the fucking savior, not me! I’ve done everything I can to help you succeed, risked my life countless times, even - even let you - and you don’t even care -”

I don’t know what made me do it. I slid one hand around the back of her head, fingers disappearing into the crimson fury of her hair, and kissed her, hard.

Brielle froze. Her eyes popped open wide with shock, and she just stood there, completely unmoving, my lips pressed to hers. Then she shoved me away with both hands, hard enough to make me stumble, and stood there like a panicked deer, eyes still wide, hands raised as if prepared to cast a spell, looking for all the world like she was ready to take off running at the slightest provocation.

“What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” she demanded, voice brittle and high pitched. 

“Shutting you up,” I said, standing up straight. She flushed and went to interject but I powered right on. “You’re talking nonsense. Trying to get you to understand only makes things worse. So yeah, I kissed you because - because I know that you’re this… this amazing person, this…” I struggled to find the right words, feeling as if I were walking across a landmine infested field. “You’re fucking amazing, Brielle. And I wish I could find a way to get through to you. To understand you, to make you understand me. But I can’t. It’s like you’ve got a wall of funhouse mirrors around you at all times and everything I say gets reflected back all weird and twisted.”

“A wall of funhouse mirrors,” she said.

“OK, yeah, that doesn’t sound too great, but it’s how I feel. See? Just there. Instead of focusing on the good things I said, you zoom in on the bad, emphasize it and throw it back in my face. It’s what I’m talking about.”

Brielle still hadn’t moved. She stood there, a picture of gorgeousness, full figured in her crimson skin-tight armor, her painfully attractive features pulled into an expression of shock and disbelief. Chin raised, she stared down her nose at me as if I were a subject that had dared talk to her out of turn. 

I pressed the base of my palm to my temple. “I want to know what I did wrong that night. I want to know why what I said hurt you so bad. I want to find a way to apologize to you. To make it up to you. But I don’t know how.” I took a step closer. Thought of reaching out for her hand and reconsidered. “Can you help me do that, Brielle? Open up just enough that we can connect again? Like we were doing before Harthome?”

Her gray eyes searched my face and I saw a glimmer of tears swell in her eyes. Her jaw wavered, and then she turned away. “It’s late, Noah. I’m going to get some rest. Good night.”

I watched as she strode away, every inch the princess, stiff-backed and regal, her flowing mane of red hair undulating down her back as she followed the path between the campfires back to the Dead Men’s tents. 

My shoulders slumped and I gave a weary shake of my head. “Fuck. Well. So much for that.” One companion was down, the other couldn’t even give me a chance. Feeling bitter, exhausted, and alone, I turned toward the frontlines, ignoring the dozen or so soldiers who were surreptitiously watching me from neighboring campfires. 

Damn but I wished Emma was with us. Right then I could have used my oldest friend, someone who knew the real me, who saw me as Noah and not the Savior. But Emma was somewhere out there in Ghogiel, lost in the darkness and dust. I reached out with my senses and felt Imogen in the tent behind me, Brielle moving away. Nothing from Neveah, of course, but nothing from Valeria or Emma either.

I sent a brief prayer up to the cloudy heavens that they were both all right, that Valeria was looking out for Emma, and then with a heavy heart set out in search of Victor. 

 


Chapter 14

 

 

I found Victor right behind the battle line. 

Our forces were arrayed in two rows about twenty yards from the closest tents, about a hundred across. You could see where different bands began and ended by the rough uniforms they wore, but other than that they seemed to operate smoothly together; no rivalry, no shouting or shoving. 

Instead, everyone was focused on the dark shapes that skulked just outside the range of torchlight, pacing and turning like wolves kept at bay by campfire light. Our soldiers stood at the ready, spears in the rear rank poking through the first to form a rough phalanx, while the first rank held their shields up, peering over their rims and waiting for the next attack.

The signs of the previous sorties were clear enough; corpses of goatmen, people, and other, stranger foes lay strewn before the ranks, cut down during their charges. Not a mass of the dead, however; as I walked up to where Victor rode beside General Martha, I guessed at a rough count some forty or fifty of the enemy had died this night.

Victor sat astride a black charger, guiding it with his knees as he surveyed the line. Martha rode a smaller gelding with rough skill. Both were walking along the back of the spear line, and as I drew close, I heard Victor’s rough banter.

“…keep your spines as stiff as your cocks, you bastards!”

Laughter. Then: “I ain’t got a cock, sir!”

Victor grinned. “But I heard you’ve taken a dozen from those that couldn’t satisfy you, Emeska! Clearly, you’re not needing one.”

Emeska’s grin was a white flash in the gloom as she looked up at Victor as he rode by. “Wrong again, sir! I’m still on the lookout for a good, hard one that’ll keep me up all hours of the night. Let me know if you know where I can find one.”

More laughter, a number of jeers, and several shouted offers from eager volunteers. 

Victor opened his eyes wide in mock surprise, was about to answer, then caught sight of me following along behind. “Well now! If ever a man had the right to boast about a Source-given cock, I’m sure it’s our savior. What say you, Noah? You think you’ve got what it takes to satisfy Emeska? Or will she add your privates to her collection?”

And like that a score of soldiers stared at me, waiting with predatory grins for my answer. Not least was Emeska; her brown hair was twisted into a tight bun, her lively brown eyes provocative and daring, the freckles across her nose and her lips quirked into a smirk giving her a girl-next-door kind of look. Hot damn, but if she’d been my neighbor back in Ruddock I’d have died pining over her.

“I’m honored to have five of the most gorgeous, talented, and deadly women in the universe as companions,” I said, pitching my voice to carry. I felt at once nervous and daring, carried along by Victor’s bravura while still intimidated by all the eyes on me. “I doubt Emeska’ll find me wanting.”

“Oh ho!” Victor leaned back in his saddle. “Watch yourself, savior. After we carry the day tomorrow and cleanse Illington of Lilith’s filth, you just may find yourself called upon by Emeska and her knife.”

“Don’t worry, savior,” said Emeska, eyes twinkling with amusement and something else. “I keep my knife extra sharp. You won’t feel a thing if you fail to make me feel anything either.”

Laughter again, and I couldn’t help but flush at the direct, challenging way Emeska stared at me, how she still grinned so openly. 

“Only one way to find out,” I replied loudly, not knowing what I was saying, whether I was actually inviting her to join me after the fight, but more laughter sounded and then we were past that segment of the line, Victor laughing still and finally swinging down to join me on the ground, leading his charger on by the reins. Martha wheeled her mount around and rode back down the line.

“You’ve a natural way with people,” he said. “Were you a leader before becoming savior?”

Goddamnit. From blushing at a woman’s frank appraisal to Victor’s praise. I’d never experienced this before. Easy camaraderie I’d not felt since – well. Michael. A sense of getting along with people, of being able to speak to a crowd, of giving as good as I got. It felt intoxicating like I was finally growing into myself, becoming this larger than life figure, actually edging toward becoming the savior people hoped - needed - me to become.

“You think?” I tried to play it casually. “If that involves flirting with soldiers like Emeska, then I’m glad for the compliment.”

“Hey, watch out now.” Victor gave me a sideways grin. “She’s liable to take your offer seriously. Want me to have a word with her, ask her not to pay you a visit?”

“I - what? Really?”

Victor raised an eyebrow. “A chance to share the bed of the savior of the entire fucking universe? Hell yes she’s liable to come knocking. It’ll be a hell of a compliment if she does. Emeska may look sweet, but she’s been with me almost from the start. She’s part of the Untilled Fields movement. Farmer’s collective that rose up in protest in the villages just north of where I lived. They were fighting a retreat against greater forces when we met up, and together we defeated their foes. Was a hell of a fight, and Emeska’s been an example of a dedicated soldier ever since.”

I have turned, walking backward a few steps to sight along the lines back to where Emeska stood, but couldn’t make her out for all the helms. “Shit. I don’t know.” And like that my heart was pounding. Hadn’t I just ventured down this road with Rosanna? “You know what? Have a word with her. I’ve got enough on my plate without having to deal with a lady and her dick-cutting knife.”

Victor laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. “Mighty mature of you. Let me know if you change your mind. Now. To business. How did the raid go? Well, I’m assuming, since Blindness hasn’t swept up to dress me down for losing valuable resources.”

“You haven’t heard yet?” I was taken aback; had he been waiting all this time for an update?

“I’ve had a few of Ella’s scouts report in,” he allowed. “But I’d like to hear your take on it if you don’t mind.”

Shouts from far behind us. We turned to see a group of some twenty shadow figures break toward our line, only to stall out and lose momentum under a hail of arrows and a blast of lightning. They screamed their anger, then turned and ran back into the night.

“We lost Ella,” I said, knowing he knew, but needing to say it. “I almost managed to save her, but…”

“Yeah.” A vertical line appeared between Victor’s brows as he stared at the line, raising a hand to greet a familiar face. “A true loss. She’d a tough life, Ella. But she lived it tough if you know what I mean? Never made things easy on herself. Always looked for the hardest solution. Turned away friends, turned away chances to rest, to relax. I hate to say it, but I always knew she’d go down in a mission like this.” He shook his head. “Still. A true loss.”

Guilt twisted within me. “I’m sorry.”

“This is war,” said Victor simply, as if that explained everything.

And perhaps it did.

So I told him the rest, blow by blow, recounting the entire expedition from start to finish as quickly and neatly as I could. When I was done we’d reached the far end of the line where a mass of some forty archers stood gathered to guard the flank. I saw mounted patrols sweeping up and down the camp’s flank, and couldn’t help but peer out into the night beyond, half expecting to see a massed force of the enemy amongst the swarming darkness and twisting funnels of ash. 

“Good work,” said Victor. “Especially because your plan paid off. We’ve not suffered a full-frontal assault. I don’t think we will, at this rate. Your pincer raids threw them off, bled away some of their more rabid, more impulsive warriors who could have precipitated an attack. It’s giving the bulk of our force time to rest. Come dawn, we’ll march into Illington on fresh legs.”

I gave a grim nod, trying for the expression of a seasoned warrior, desperately trying not to appear inordinately pleased with his remarks. “Can I help in the main attack?”

Victor studied me. “You sure that’s a good idea? You’ll have been up most the night. Imogen is hurt.”

Pride made me want to say yes. But I thought of Brielle’s stormy eyes, thought of Imogen’s pale, drawn features. I thought of Neveah chained to her pole, of the deep aches and pains that still smoldered in my muscles and core. 

Victor seemed to sense my hesitation. “You’ve already played your part, savior, and a key part at that. You’ve ensured our ability to deliver a potent strike tomorrow. Rest. Recover. You’re no common foot soldier to throw into every fray.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “I’d like to stay by Imogen’s side anyway. And - a question.”

“Sure,” said Victor, turning his horse around to lead us back down the line. 

“Neveah. You’ve never seen her before? She passed through Ghogiel with the previous savior and lost her memory of everything that happened a week or two after setting out. You sure you’ve never seen her before, heard of her?”

Victor stopped and turned to face me full on. His expression was at once grave and sorrowful. “I’ve spent many hours trying to come up with some reason for her hatred of me. Before this crusade, I was just a poor farmer’s son. Don’t get me wrong, I got in trouble with a fair number of local girls from my village and those close by, but I’d have remembered Neveah if I’d tried to tumble her at some inn or festival. There’s no forgetting her.”

I thought of Neveah’s midnight blue hair that fell like a perfect waterfall to her ass, her pale, striking features, those somber, harrowing blue eyes ringed with green. “Yeah,” I said. “She’s not easily forgotten.”

“I’m sorry,” said Victor. “Even Blindness wasn’t able to pierce the Hexenmagic that was cut deep into her soul. If there was anything else I could do for her, I would.”

“Yeah.” I ground the base of my palm into my eye. “Fuck. It’s just that having her chained up like that… back in Bastion, she was held in a cell for six months. It kills me to have her restrained again.”

Victor sighed. “Look, if we ever part ways, you’re welcome to take her with you. As long as you can guarantee she won’t come haring after me the moment you let her free.”

I snorted. “No guarantees where Neveah’s concerned. I trust her with my life, but I don’t understand the first thing about her.”

“Her and most women,” said Victor with a sly grin, picking up the pace once more. “Princess Brielle looks like a handful.”

“Fuck, you don’t know the half of it,” I said, a welter of conflicted emotions rising up within me.

“Some friction there?”

“Friction? Just about as much as you’d get from sliding down an industrial grade sandpaper slide with your face.”

Victor raised an eyebrow. “Not quite sure what that means, but it doesn’t sound good.”

“No,” I said, fighting the impulse to kick a pebble. “Not good.”

Victor surveyed his ranks, nodded to a bandleader as we walked by, then turned back. “Look, I don’t want to be out of line, but I could talk to her if you’d like. Approach her as a neutral party, try to draw out why she’s being so complicated.”

We walked in silence for a while, and Victor turned his attention back to the soldiers, exchanging greetings and jokes with every other group, seldom enough for it to seem natural. The enemy didn’t attack, but I could feel them out there, pacing, watching, cursing us. 

“No,” I said at last. “Thanks. She’d see it coming a mile off. She’s too sharp.”

“No problem,” said Victor. “Just like with Emeska, the offer stands.”

I snorted. “Thanks. Actually.” I stopped. He took a couple of paces then turned back to me. “Thank you. I mean, in general. Brielle and I were in trouble out there by ourselves. Since arriving at your camp things have been…” I paused, searching for the right word. “Immeasurably better. So thank you. For - I don’t know - everything.”

Victor laughed. “You’d think you were a beggar that showed up at my tent door, not the savior of the whole damn universe! What are you saying, Noah? It’s I that should be thanking you. And thinking of everything and anything I can do to help you and yours. I mean, think about it: I’m leading a crusade across a small portion of Ghogiel in the wild hopes of striking a blow against the Hindering Ones in their dark tower. A daunting task, sure. But you? You’re trying to fucking slay Lilith herself! I mean, hot damn! You know? And you’re thanking me?” He laughed once more and gave my shoulder a shove. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

We fell back into step, his words bouncing around in my mind, and I realized that I simply didn’t feel like the savior. I wasn’t the embarrassed shmuck who’d shown up in Bastion with Emma any longer, but I wasn’t this epic hero either. I was still Noah if perhaps a slightly tougher, slightly more confident version of the guy I’d been mere weeks ago.

But regardless of how I felt, I was the savior. And sooner or later I’d better start really believing it. 

“Thanks,” I said, then caught myself and grinned. “I mean, you’re welcome. Unless there’s anything else, I’m going to go check up on Imogen.”

“All good,” said Victor. “Get some rest. We’ll be striking just after dawn. It’s going to be a long day.”

“Will do. Night, Victor.”

He gave me a wink. “Night, Noah.” And with a grunt hoisted himself smoothly back up onto his saddle and urged his charger to canter forward. “Look lively, you bastards! You’re stone cold killers, just waiting for some Lilith worshipping scum in which to bury your blades! We’ve a few more hours yet before dawn. Let’s make them count!”

I shook my head and turned back into the camp. This time when people met my eyes I didn’t instinctively look away. Instead, I forced a smile, rigid and unnatural as it was, and raised a hand in greeting. And to my surprise I got tentative nods back, the occasional wave, even a few grunts, and salutes.

The camp wasn’t really large enough to get lost in, and by using Victor’s main tent as a navigation point I made my way back around to where Neveah was being held. The area before it was cleared as before, and the guards before it saluted as I stepped out from behind the last tent. 

“Mind if I see Neveah?” I asked, almost saying the prisoner.

“Of course, savior,” said one of the guards. 

I grabbed a torch and pushed past the tent flap into the darkness within. The torch cast dancing light across the canvas walls and Neveah as she rose from her pallet into a crouch, her ebon hair falling before her face so that her eyes gleamed from between the strands like those of a feral animal.

“Hey,” I said, voice soft, regret and guilt churning within me. “Neveah. How are you?”

She didn’t answer, and I didn’t blame her. What an inane question. 

Her voice was husky. “Have you come to free me?”

“Not until I can figure out why you want to kill Victor.”

“I can’t reason with you,” she said. “My need is irrational. But that makes it no less compelling. If you haven’t come to free me, what do you want?”

I hesitated. Should I sit? “Nothing. To see you. To make sure you were… I don’t know. Being treated all right.”

“You feel guilty,” she said, voice merciless. “You saved me from one cell and now have me in another. So you want me to absolve you of your guilt. To tell you that I understand, that you’re doing the right thing. So that you can leave me here chained like an animal and sleep well at night.”

“I - wait, no!” For a long moment I wrestled with her words, feeling as if she’d peered into the darkest recesses of my mind, and then I crouched before her. “That’s fair, I guess, but it’s more than that. I care about you, Neveah. I mean, laugh if you want, but we went through some intense shit back in those trials, and I chose you to be my companion for a reason. I care about you and wanted to check in on you, to make sure you were OK because you deserve better than this. But as long as you irrationally want to kill the guy who’s leading a crusade against Lilith, I can’t let you go. So yeah. I’m stuck. Stuck keeping you chained up because the only other option is to let Victor kill you, and that’s no option at all.”

She stared at me, unimpressed. “It’s fine, Noah. But be honest. You don’t care about me because you don’t know the first thing about me. You care about my ability to kill. My power. How I can help you defeat Lilith. Which is fair. I don’t fault you for that. I do ask that you be honest with me, however. So you’ve come to check if I will still be useful to you in the future and to assuage your guilt. The first I can assure you will be true if I am let free, the second I can’t help you with.”

It was perhaps the most she’d ever said to me, and the brutal, factual tone of her voice was chilling. “So. Unless there’s anything else? I’d rather be alone.”

“It’s not like that,” I said. “But I won’t argue with you. Good night, Neveah.”

She turned her back to me as she lay down, curling into a ball, chain clinking.

I stared at her and then turned and left the tent. I gave a distracted nod to the two guards and made my way back to Blindness’ tent. 

There was nobody outside, so I peered within, and seeing only Imogen lying on her cot I stepped inside and made my way over, snagging a stool and taking it with me as I went. This I set beside her and then sat so that I could take her gloved hand in mine and study her face.

The terrible swelling and bruising that had seemed about to consume the side of her face was gone, leaving only a dull red blush in its place, along with gray marbling over her temple. Otherwise she seemed but deeply asleep, her breathing steady and slow. I reached out to brush her bangs back from her brow, and then touched the back of my fingers to her skin to feel for a fever. Nothing. Not that I’d know what to do if she had one.

I sat there in silence, her hand in mine. I thought of Neveah, lying in the dark of her tent, chained to her post. Thought of Brielle sleeping in hers, unable to forgive me. Of Ella, out there in the dark and cold, eyes staring sightlessly up at the night sky as ash settled into them. Thought of Victor astride his steed, Emeska’s daring glance, thought of the mages and advisors I’d met, thought of Rosanna lying dead on the road somewhere far behind us in the hills. 

I was exhausted. Weary beyond belief. But I couldn’t stop thinking. Of Bastion, of Emma and Valeria, of the creatures I’d killed, of the trials I’d passed, of the monsters I’d seen. How my life had changed so wildly, so completely different from anything I’d ever been able to imagine back in Ruddock. 

Now here I was. Holding the hand of a woman I really, really liked, someone I respected and cared for and desired. Not loved, surely - I’d only known her for a week or more. But someone I could maybe come to love. Someone who’d nearly died for me. Someone who would risk her life for me over and over again if it meant giving me a chance to defeat Lilith. 

To save the universe.

“I’m the savior,” I said, voice flat in the stillness of Blindness’ tent. The words sounded strange. “I’m the savior.”

I sighed and hung my head. Victor fit the mold much better than I did. Charismatic, brave, thoughtful, inspiring. A deep, numbing wave of exhaustion washed over me. How long had I been awake? The adrenaline and combat of the raid had taken their toll. Without quite meaning to I leaned forward and crossed my arms on the bed beside Imogen’s slender form, and rested my head on my folded arms. I’d just rest for a moment. A few minutes before returning to Brielle and my tent. 

I closed my eyes and slept.

 


Chapter 15 

 


 

I woke to the gentle touch of someone’s fingers through my hair. It felt so good, so comforting, that I didn’t want to wake; I turned my head slightly over to one side and smiled into the sheets, lazy, neck stiff, my body aching seemingly all over. 

The fingers were dexterous and applied just the right amount of pressure as they trailed over my scalp; slowly, over and over again they ran through my hair, and when I finally opened my eyes I saw Imogen watching me, face turned on her pillow, looking strange and young without her glasses.

“Hey,” she said, not stopping.

“That feels good,” I said and closed my eyes again. And for perhaps a minute we remained just like that. My head resting on my crossed forearms, knowing that she was watching me, caressing me, asking for nothing, just expressing something basic. Something good. A caress that said everything without her having to say a word.

Finally I sat up, the movement as hard as if I were pulling free of sucking mud, and stretched, shoulders popping then spine popping. I winced at the dozen tight muscles that pulled at me like manacles and then collapsed into a slouch with a sigh. 

“You been here all night?” asked Imogen. She made no move to rise.

“I guess so,” I said. “How are you feeling?”

She touched her temple with her gloved fingers. Strange grey lines marbled her skin where she’d taken the blow. “Headache, but nothing shattering. What happened?”

So I told her. Leaving nothing out. Once I got started it all came out in a rush, words tumbling forth. Ella’s death. Our flight from Illington. My argument with Brielle. Walking the lines with Victor, then my visit to Neveah. 

“Quite the evening,” she said. 

“Yeah. No kidding.” I twisted on my stool. Had I actually slept on it the whole night? My back said yes. Gray light was seeping in through the slit of the tent flaps. “Is it morning?”

“Dawn broke a couple of hours ago,” said Imogen. “People shouting orders and marching out woke me. I’d have risen, but you were here, so I decided to stay and watch out for you.”

“Your decision had nothing to do with staying a little longer in a warm bed, did it?” I asked, climbing to my feet.

“What I want to know is why you chose to sleep on a stool instead of beside me,” she said, patting around her pillow for her circular glasses and then slipping them on. 

“Good question. Shows how tired I was. Hold on a sec?” I jogged to the tent entrance and peered out. Dawn might have broken a couple of hours ago, but the light was still gray and soft, the clouds pressing down like a mass of filthy and oppressive cotton, and everything was leached of color. Nobody was standing guard outside the tent, but I saw a youth jogging past, and called out.

“Hey! What’s going on? How’s the attack going?”

The kid nearly tripped, caught himself, then grinned. “Victory! We smashed them! Victor’s in the main square.”

My heart leaped. “Yeah? Awesome!”

“I know!” said the kid, gave a little rabbit punch up into the air, then jogged on. 

I ducked back inside. “You hear that?”

“Victory for Victor,” said Imogen, swinging her legs over the side of the bed. “Welcome news.”

“Can’t say I’m too surprised,” I said, hurrying over to lend her my arm. “The guy really seems to know what he’s doing.”

She took my arm, leaned on it and rose to her feet. Winced, pressed her palm to the marbled grey lines that still ran across her temple, then with a clear effort straightened her spine and stood alone. “Yes. That he does.”

Brielle stepped inside the tent. She’d cleaned up at some point, her crimson form-fitting armor washed of dust and startlingly vivid. Her face looked freshly scrubbed, her skin red from the cold water, but the dark circles around her eyes undercut her fresh appearance. “You’re awake. Finally.”

“Good to see you too,” said Imogen.

Brielle caught herself. “I’m glad you’re feeling better.”

“Victor defeated the enemy?” I asked, prompting Brielle, sensing her discomfort.

“A resounding victory, though hard fought.” Brielle moved forward a few paces. “I stayed back with Blindness and thus was regaled with a narrative of events as they unfolded. It was a grueling fight; Victor led the main attack which proved to be a feint; he pretended to retreat, and when the enemy broke ranks to chase after our mounted fighters and mages appeared to strike at their flanks and break them. The enemy fell into chaos, Victor turned around and destroyed them.”

“Damn,” I said. “That sounds amazing.”

“He’s surprisingly talented for a farmer’s son,” said Brielle. “But regardless. If you’re all caught up on your sleep, he’s waiting for you in the main square.”

“For me?” I frowned. “Some Savior-related business?”

“Blindness passed the message to me. There are some hard decisions to be made. Victor wants to confer with you first.”

My frown deepened. “He’s really taking this savior thing seriously. How the heck am I supposed to give him advice on this kind of stuff?”

Brielle sniffed. “Perhaps by taking this ‘savior thing’ as seriously as he does. Now. If you’re ready?”

I glanced at Imogen. “You up for a walk?”

“There are horses waiting for us,” said Brielle impatiently. “The savior and his companions shouldn’t have to walk for miles to reach the general.”

“Great.” I really didn’t want to argue with her. “Horses. Up for a ride?”

“I believe I can manage that, yes,” said Imogen with a smile. “Shall we?”

Three mounts were provided for us, but in the end I convinced Imogen to ride behind me when I saw her stumble as she approached her mount. Not that I really knew what I was doing, but at least I wasn’t about to keel out of the saddle. Regardless, Brielle led the way, riding with consummate skill, and my mount simply followed behind, through the camp, across the half mile of dead fields littered with last night’s dead, and then into Illington proper. 

Plumes of smoke rose from within the city, smears of charcoal against the light gray sky. It was immediately clear that the battle hadn’t been quite as neat as Brielle had described it; corpses of men and monsters littered the city’s edge, where some kind of initial defense had been mounted with crude barricades composed of sharpened logs and hastily dug ditches.

“That’s… pretty disgusting,” said Imogen softly from behind me. 

Many of the sharpened logs had been pried free of the barricades and buried point-side up in the dirt, fashioned thus into improvised stakes. Onto these, the corpses of the enemy had been transfixed, most through the stomach, but not all. 

We rode slowly through the forest of stakes. Blood had turned black down the length of the wooden spikes. Bodies hung limp. Eerily enough, everything was silent. Some part of me expected to hear the drone of flies, the flap of vulture wings, something. But there was no life here. Just the corpses in their horrific poses, a score perhaps in all. 

“Armies will sometimes visit great violence upon their foes,” said Brielle, voice tight. “Especially enemies they’ve come to loathe. To see as inhuman. This… this isn’t completely unheard of.”

“Did… did they do this to them while they were still alive?” I turned in the saddle to stare back at the stakes that were already falling behind us.

“From the amount of blood that ran down some of the stakes, yes,” said Imogen, words clipped with disgust. “But not all.”

We rode on in silence, the clip-clop of the horse’s shod hooves ringing off the buildings that faced down upon the avenue. The cobblestones with gummed with red mud. Bodies had been roughly dragged aside to the pavements, leaving a passage down the center. Carts had been flipped over and burned. A building on the left had collapsed into the street, rubble and wooden beams spilled out across the road, forcing us to dismount and lead our horses across by the reins. 

For the first time, I was grateful for the thin, tasteless air of Ghogiel. Other than the tang of smoke and the omnipresent taste of ash, I couldn’t make out much of anything. Intestines gleamed in the weak sunlight, but I couldn’t smell more than a faint coppery tang of blood. The dead lay on their sides, hands contorted into claws by the pain of shuffling off this mortal coil. Eyes bulged and stared fixedly at nothing. Some lay face down in the gutters where they’d been cut down. Some had soiled themselves. 

My throat was a tight knot. Wherever I looked I saw the dead. Hundreds along this one avenue. Goatmen amongst their number, here and there another monstrosity. An ogre hacked to great, bloody chunks. A strange being that had been enmeshed in rusted chains. Spiders the size of VW Beetles. Men and women garbed in everything from soiled finery to crude armor to cleric’s vestments. 

All dead. Freshly dead. 

Men and women were working their way slowly up the avenue, looting the dead. I’d heard about this kind of thing, but seeing it caused my stomach to turn, which struck me as ridiculous, given how much grimmer the actual dead were. I saw an old woman cutting fingers off a man’s hand so as to slip his rings free. A young teenager was rooting around another man’s mouth with a small knife, carving out teeth. Others simply contented themselves with patting money pouches, stealing water bottles, opening packs and rifling through their goods. 

We rode past them, disregarded. 

“Up ahead,” said Brielle. “The main square.”

I could see where the battle had been fiercest. The cobbles were slick with blood. The dead were piled several yards high on both sides of the square’s entrance, bodies dumped atop each other as if they were refuse or logs. 

My gorge rose. This was no imaginary trial in Bastion. These people had all been alive but hours ago. I knew they’d been followers of Lilith, that they’d sworn themselves to evil, but even so, they’d been alive. People. With cares, concerns, hopes, passions, weaknesses, vices. They’d been babies once, innocent and blank canvases. And all of their lives had somehow brought them to this: one of the many and anonymous dead. 

“You all right?” whispered Imogen softly.

“Yes,” I said, willing it to be so. “Just - my first time seeing - this.”

“It’s not easy,” said Imogen. “And it never should be. The day this kind of sight doesn’t move you in some way is the day you’ve gone too far in the wrong direction.”

“Thanks,” I said, knowing she was just trying to reassure me, but feeling better all the same. 

Brielle glanced back at us. Her eyes were narrowed, her lips pursed. I fully expected her to mock me, to cut me down for my naivete or sensitivity, but after a moment she simply urged her horse on and rode into the square proper.

An infirmary had been set up on one side, sheets of canvas strung up between stout poles to keep the ash off the wounded who lay on pallets. A hundred or so were being tended to by a mishmash of doctors and clerics. The groans and cries of the wounded bruised the air. Even a casual glance revealed that their injuries ranged from simple cuts through the leg to deep gut wounds. Some men had bandages wound around their faces altogether, macabre mummifications made all the worse for the blood leaking through. Groups of men here and there held another down as a surgeon cut off a leg or arm, the screams rising up and then abruptly cutting off as the patient fell unconscious.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away, but my horse followed Brielle through the crowd which gave out a ragged cheer. I blinked, looked around, trying to figure out what had happened, and then realized they were cheering me. 

“For you, savior!” 

“One small step to help you on your way!”

“Blackened Lilith’s eye, we did!”

“Your health, savior!”

I forced a smile and raised a hand. Why the fuck were they glad to see me? I’d slept through the worst of this. But I wasn’t going to argue with them - if they were happy to see me, I’d wave and smile the best I could.

“Up ahead,” said Imogen. “Victor.”

A crude platform had been erected on the far side of the square, upon which Victor stood consulting with a dozen other figures, most of whom I recognized. Blindness was there, rose feathers resplendent. Lizbeth and Sarah, the Valkyrie warriors in their bloodied full plate, helms under their arms so that their black and pale blonde hair was visible. General Martha. Inixia, her chalky skin and bald scalp making her immediately recognizable. A handful of others. 

Imogen slipped from the saddle just as our mounts stopped before the platform, but I chose to remain seated. Something about the gravity in everyone’s expressions, and a subtle sense as to height and power dynamics. I couldn’t quite explain why. I sat back, reins held loosely across my lap, and met Victor’s eyes.

Our silence was a pebble dropped into a pond, spreading out in ripples around us as the restive crusade noticed our meeting. 

Victor stepped up to the edge of the platform. He was dressed in his field armor, the bronze scale mail darkened with blood and in need of repair where it had repelled a half dozen blows. His thinning blond hair was spiked up along one side where he’d run a bloodied hand through it, and his expression was bleak. 

“Well met, Victor,” I called out, surprising myself as I did so. Looked like I was going to address him and his army both. “Your victory seems complete. Your men and women fought bravely. The forces of Lilith are vanquished.”

He gave me a tight smile. “Thank you, Savior. All this that we do -” and he gestured across the square, the city proper. “We do in your name. To drive the forces of Lilith back. To reclaim Chokmah. To bring light into the darkest corners.”

I thought of the corpses impaled on stakes at Illington’s entrance. “Your words gladden me.” The nature of the scene made such grandiloquent speech seem natural. “Lilith may have thought the forces of the Source easy prey. Might even have thought the war in Chokmah ended. That Ghogiel was forevermore. But here, today, you’ve put paid that notion.”

Ragged cheers drifted across the army, and a few lifted weapons into the air. 

“Indeed.” Victor’s smile softened some. “Come on up, Noah. We’ve serious matters to discuss. You’re just in time.”

Just in time. A nice way to put we’re glad you finally woke up. I swung my leg over the saddle’s pommel and slid down the side of the horse. Brielle descended with the ease of someone getting out of bed, and together the three of us mounted the two rough steps up to the platform. 

Inixia stepped up alongside Imogen and touched her shoulder. Martha gave me a curt nod, her lips pursed. Sarah leaned on an improbably large warhammer, its haft reaching up to her shoulders, its head the size of a brick. Her black hair was braided and coiled into a thick crown which no doubt did wonders to cushion the helm she held beneath her other arm. She looked both weary and amused and gave me a lopsided smirk when I met her eye.

Like a high schooler I immediately glanced away and just as quickly regretted it. Damn those old instincts! 

Victor clapped my shoulder and guided me back to where Martha and Blindness stood, the others drawing around.

“It was a hard fight,” he said without preamble. “We lost perhaps a fifth of our forces, and by the day’s end may stand to lose more. You’ve got to hand it to Lilith’s forces: most of them are more scared of her than dying.”

“They die just the same,” said Sarah. Her white tabard was spattered with gore, and her great tower shield was rent nearly in half by what had to have been a fearsome blow. She stared into the distance, expression blank as if still processing the fighting she’d just done.

“True enough,” said Victor. “We’ve defeated their core force. Illington is nominally ours, though many of our enemies scattered and are hiding in the abandoned buildings around the town’s periphery. We’ve got riders circling to pick off anybody who tries to make a break across the fields, and Blindness has been probing at the larger buildings, picking up on the denser concentrations of life. But still. We broke their spine this morning.”

“So what’s the problem?” I asked, looking from one grim face to another. “We secure their water supplies?”

Martha coughed into her fist. “Aye, that we did. We’re doing an exact tally even now, but it looks enough to support our reduced numbers for a couple of weeks. Our problems, however, are manifold.”

Victor rubbed his hand through his blood-spiked hair and frowned in surprise at how spiky it had grown - only to visibly understand why and drop his hand. “Yeah. We have a couple of issues to deal with. First, it wasn’t just fighters in Illington. We’ve captured a couple of hundred families. Those too old to fight, husbands and wives who were primarily caretakers, their children. They’re being held in a small square two blocks west of us.”

“Oh,” I said. “And they’re all sworn to Lilith?”

“Children cannot be held to such oaths,” said Blindness, voice curt. “It takes a mature being, usually in their mid to late teens, to make a conscious oath. But the elders? The parents? Yes.”

Sarah bestirred herself, blinking and focusing on Victor. “If you kill the parents, you might as well kill the children. They’ll not survive alone.”

“Second problem,” said Victor, tone heavy. “There are two central wells that still provide fresh water, but they do so at a greatly reduced rate. Whatever source refilled them has nearly run dry. If we take all the water we’ve found, we’ll be dooming everyone who stays behind to die of dehydration.”

“A good way to kill those who still hide in the buildings,” said Inixia. “If an exceptionally cruel method.”

“Finally, some forty or fifty of the humans surrendered when the battle was clearly lost,” said Victor. “They’re begging for clemency, saying they were forced to swear allegiance to Lilith. They’re being held in that building’s basement.”

This wasn’t how battles were supposed to go. In The Lord of the Rings when the orcs were defeated Aragorn simply got to work celebrating and becoming king. He never had to deal with orc children.

And for some reason everyone was looking at me as if expecting a solution. My palms prickled with sweat, and I fought the urge to rub them against my hips. “Well, shit. How much water do we need to reach our next destination?”

Everyone turned to Blindness. Its wooden mask was inscrutable, alien. “Three weeks march to Peruthros.”

“And you said we’ve secured enough water for two weeks?” I rubbed at the stubble along my jaw. “That’s taking everything?”

“And draining the wells,” said Martha.

“So still not enough.”

“I aim to lead us past several smaller villages on our way there,” said Victor. “With some luck, we’ll be able to purchase or trade for water along the way.”

“It’s not right to deprive the children here of water,” said Lizbeth, expression stony. 

“How much do you think we should leave them?” I raised a hand, cutting off a protest from Martha. “Just out of curiosity.”

Lizbeth frowned. “I don’t know. Enough to ensure they survive till the well’s refill.”

“But how much is that? There are a couple of hundred families, right?” I looked to Martha, who nodded. “And we have to leave enough water for the parents as well. Do we know how long it takes to refill the wells?”

“Several prisoners have said about two weeks,” said Martha.

“So that’s fourteen days. You said earlier that one barrel of fifty gallons will allow a hundred men to drink, right? So they need two barrels a day. That’s a hundred gallons. Times fourteen, that’s about a thousand five hundred gallons to survive till the wells refill.”

Sarah nodded unwillingly.

Martha stepped forward. “With all respect, savior -”

“Hold on,” I said. “I’m sorry. I’m not done. There’s the other side to the equation, right?”

Martha nodded.

“You said we’ve enough for two weeks given what we’ve found thus far. Our army’s down a couple of hundred men. That puts us at around…” I hesitated.

“Four hundred gallons,” said Imogen. 

“Plus horses, though you mentioned the men take care of their own mounts. So say five hundred even a day. Times fourteen?”

Imogen again, without hesitation. “Seven thousand gallons.”

“Minus the thousand five hundred? That leaves us with five thousand five hundred. That reduces us to eleven days before we run out. Less than half of what we need to make the three-week march to Peruthros.”

Sarah was staring at me, a small vertical line between her brows. “We lose three days’ water. In exchange, we ensure that children survive.”

Martha pinched the brow of her nose. “Children and their Lilith worshipping parents. But it’s not even that simple. The worshippers of Lilith aren’t quite as generous and kind as you, Sarah. Do you think goatmen will allow themselves to die of thirst so as to ensure human children live? Or the ogres, or worse? We leave water behind, it will go to the strongest.”

Nobody spoke. I didn’t know what to say. I half turned to Brielle and Imogen. “Thoughts?”

Brielle shrugged one shoulder. “This is war. Only the naive think its consequences can be limited to the soldiers on the field. When my father fought the Seven Years War against the Ogon, he showed no mercy. I thought him cruel, but only later understood. He fought for lasting victory. When the war ended, the Ogon were thoroughly defeated. They never rose up again.”

As much as I wanted to argue with her, some bleak, realistic part of me agreed with Brielle. But it was one thing to theoretically agree on the cruel necessities of war. Another to consciously give orders that would result in the deaths of several hundred families.

Imogen rubbed at her marbled temple. “It might help to not argue the abstract principles, but instead focus on the reality that Martha just brought up. We cannot ensure the children would get the water, even if we left it to them. In fact, one can assume it would go to the monsters and warriors of Lilith. So the question becomes: should we leave water for dangerous foes so as to salve our consciousness, or be ruthless and deprive them of sustenance?”

“That isn’t the question,” snapped Lizbeth. “The question is whether we can willingly condemn children to death.”

Imogen’s tone didn’t change from its bleak sorrow. “That question was answered the moment we invaded Illington. The second we began this battle we doomed them to die. Now the question remains to what degree we’ll go to feel better about our decision.”

Martha sighed. “That’s the right of it.”

Lizbeth stabbed a finger west toward the distant square. “Those children are not dead. They are crying and alive at this very moment.”

“No, dear friend,” said Sarah, voice soft. “I’m sorry. Imogen is correct. The only way we could assure their survival would be to bring those families with us. That we can’t do. Not where we’re going.”

Lizbeth glared at Sarah, then dropped her arm and turned away.

“Savior?” asked Victor. “Your verdict?”

Damn him. Why did he have to put the decision on me? I met Imogen’s gaze. Her eyes were bleak behind her lenses. Brielle gave me a curt nod. Martha did the same. I didn’t want to say the words. Inixia gave no indication as to her feelings on the matter. 

“Blindness?” I asked.

The mage closed both hands about its staff and bowed its head. His voice, when he spoke, was surprisingly bitter. “I have always held that war is an evil that pollutes both sides, no matter the righteousness of the original cause. This is a prime example of how its pursuit corrupts all involved.”

I sighed and felt my heart begin to surge and pound as I realized I’d run out of time. Excuses. Everyone watched me. I wanted to protest but knew it futile to do so. I was the savior, nominated by the Source, and thus the closest this group had to a source of moral guidance. 

My mouth was dry. My stomach felt bitter as if filled with battery acid. Take the water. Let the families die. The words were so simple to say. The reasoning behind them so sound. Yet still I couldn’t make myself say them. It felt as if something basic within myself was being torn asunder. I forced myself to dry swallow. The goatmen and worse will take the water. There’s no sense in leaving it behind. 

Everyone was waiting. Lizbeth already looked resigned, and in that resignation she looked defeated. As if in winning this battle she’d been forced to surrender some basic aspect of herself.

Eleven days water versus fourteen. We doomed those children the moment we entered Illington. We can’t take them with us. We’d only be leaving the water behind for Lilith’s monsters. 

Children. I couldn’t give an order that would consciously kill children.

“We leave the water,” I said, and nearly gasped as my chest shuddered with the intensity of emotion that passed through me. 

Lizbeth’s eyes lit up even as Brielle’s lip curled in scorn. Martha shook her head, clearly disappointed. 

“Why?” asked Sarah. “You heard a half dozen good reasons why we should take the water. So why leave it?”

And for a terrifying second, I couldn’t formulate my thoughts, put them into words. I just stood there, paralyzed, knowing I’d made the right choice but unable to explain myself. And then, like a sweet benediction, the words came.

“We aren’t a simple army,” I said. “We fight for the Source. We are the opposite of Lilith. Victory at any cost is no victory at all. We’d simply end up like Lilith. We have to hold onto what’s important, even if it may feel futile. We have to do what’s right, or we might as well not wage this war. I can’t order that kids be left behind to die of thirst. Even if goatmen or worse take that water - that doesn’t invalidate our decision. The rightness of it. That evil falls on their shoulders, not ours.”

“Idealistic,” said Martha. “Nobly said. I might have said the same after my first battle. One in which you didn’t even fight. But now, many wars later?” She shook her head in sorrow. “I’ve not the luxury for idealism. But you’re the Savior. As you say.”

“We leave behind enough water for the families to survive till the wells refill,” said Victor, expression neutral so that I couldn’t tell if he approved or not of my decision. “Very well. What of the prisoners in the basement? You know the position I’ve taken in the past. Do you agree?”

Having made that one terrible decision, it felt easier to make this one. “Yes.”

Victor nodded to Martha. “Give the order. They’re to be brought out one by one and executed. I’ll be there myself to oversee the matter.”

“I’ll come too,” I blurted out, not knowing why. “If - I mean, if that’s all right.”

“Of course. A good leader doesn’t shy away from the consequences of their orders.” Victor studied me for a moment then nodded. “We’ll head over there together.”

Martha pushed her shoulders back. “The decision to leave water precludes my solution to our third problem, that of the monsters and enemies that have gone to ground in the empty buildings around the edges of town. I wanted to burn Illington to its foundations before leaving. Obviously, that’s no longer an option.”

“Can we…” I started, thinking of moving the families to a temporary camp outside town, but then stopped. Such an operation would be incredibly complex, involve building a temporary home, would take who knew how many days. No. Not feasible. “I agree,” I said. “We can’t burn Illington down if the families are to survive.”

“Then there’s nothing to be done about the enemy,” said Martha, voice tight. “It’s too dangerous and would take too long to search the town building by building. We need to march before we start drinking all of our water. We’ll have to leave the enemy behind.”

“Not ideal,” said Victor. “Anybody have a guess as to how many survived the battle?”

Blindness shook its head. “Impossible to tell. There were sufficient wards up to block my view of entire segments of their forces. Which means a few powerful mages survived, along with whatever monsters and enemies that fled when the tide turned.”

“I aim to march come dawn tomorrow,” said Victor. “It’s customary for the troops to loot and disport themselves after a victory, and there’ll be a celebration tonight to mark the occasion. But come dawn I want us back on the road and moving toward Peruthros. It’s going to be a race against our water supply.”

Martha grimaced. “We’ll simply have to leave the enemy behind, then.”

“Let’s finalize those tallies on our water supplies,” said Victor, voice turning brisk. “I want an official count by midday. Based on that we’ll plan tomorrow’s march and our next destination. Water scavenging will have to take an even higher priority. Martha, have Falstaff take care of the families. I want them educated as to what we’re doing and why. Might as well do what we can to fight the children’s indoctrination. Lizbeth, Sarah, get the word out to the band leaders that looting is to end by early afternoon. I don’t want drunken troops wandering Illington come evening. Everyone is to be either in camp or this central square by nightfall. No exceptions. Blindness, will you oversee our perimeter? I’m sure the enemy will try for some revenge before the night is through. Finally, I’m serious about marching tomorrow at dawn. I want carts and wagons packed and ready to roll before the festivities begin. Anybody who doesn’t get their shit together will be left behind. Martha, can you oversee those logistics?”

“Yes,” she said. “I’ll get you those water tallies as soon as they come in.”

“Excellent. Now. Noah. Ready?”

For a second I didn’t know what he was referring to, and then it hit me. The mass execution. 

I gave a jerky nod of my head. “Ready.”

Victor took a moment to survey us all, then gave a grim smile. “Let’s up and at them, then. Well done, everyone. Illington is ours. A little more work, and then we can get to the hard work of celebrating.”

 


Chapter 16

 


 

Mass execution. I stood beside Victor in the enclosed yard behind the impressive looking building in which the prisoners were being held. Tall walls of heavy masonry rose on every side, all of it covered in dead ivy. It was about the size of a tennis court and given what was about to happen here felt claustrophobically small.

“You don’t have to do this,” said Victor. It was the first thing he’d said to me since we’d both hopped down from the platform in the main square.

“I know.”

The head of a large ax rested between his feet. His hands rested atop the end of its haft. A wooden block had been dragged into the center of the yard, fresh dark marks indicating where it had scraped its way across the ash. A couple of guards flanked the building’s rear door. Another two had just gone in to fetch the first prisoner.

“We won’t be killing all of them,” said Victor. “First, you’ll be surprised at how quickly you get exhausted. It’s not the swinging of the ax but the horror of what you’re doing. After three or four men you’ll find your arms and legs will have turned to jelly. It takes a truly hardened killer to do ten or more.”

All I could do was nod.

“Second, we’re the leaders of this crusade. Not its butchers. We’re here to make a point, not to engage in bloody labor. We’ll each kill one, and then hand the ax off to Edgar. He’ll finish off the rest.”

Edgar stood to one side with his hands linked behind his back. He was tall, solemn, and gazed at the cobbles with a blank stare. I’d have guessed him to be a bank teller, someone who’d spent their whole lives doing accounting or some other quiet, detailed work. Not an executioner. 

“They’ll bring the prisoner up and force them to kneel before us,” said Victor. “I ask them their name and if they repent their allegiance to Lilith. Regardless of what they say, I then nod when ready and the guards will force them to kneel with their head over the block. If they struggle, you have to move quickly. Line up the cut and swing hard but not with all your strength. Precision is more important than force. Swing too hard and you’ll hit way off your target. You want to be sure to hit the neck.”

I dry swallowed and nodded once more. The whole experience felt surreal. 

“I’ll say it one more time because when you’re in the moment you’ll most likely think of nothing but the awfulness of what you’re doing and your desire to end it immediately. Don’t swing as hard as you can. Make sure to hit your target. Control the ax. Even a blow of moderate strength will kill a man if placed just right. You hear me, Noah?”

“Sure, yes,” I said, rubbing my palms on my hips to dry them. “Don’t swing too hard. Place the blow just right. Got it.” My stomach was bubbling with nervousness.

“I’ll go first,” said Victor. “Just stand back and watch how I do it. And remember, if at any point you change your mind, just give me a nod and I’ll step in.”

“Got it,” I croaked. I stared at the back door. Where the hell were the guards? Why was it taking so long?

Ash fell from the sky. Large, cottony flecks that danced and swirled like drab, recycled snow. I wanted to windmill my arms, blow out my cheeks but forced myself to stand still. In the near distance I could hear the sounds from the main square: shouts, laughter, even the cries of pain from the infirmary tent. It seemed to come from another world. Victor was a statue beside me, hands resting on the ax haft. I envied his sangfroid. Forced myself to breathe slowly. Stared at the back door and waited.

Movement. The door swung open, and the guards escorted a filthy young man out into the open. He wasn’t resisting but slowed to blink and glance around as he emerged, and then pushed back gently at the sight of the ax and block.

“Come on,” said the rear guard, giving him a push.

“Oh,” said the man, as if some awful truth had finally made itself known, and I saw his shoulders slump as he stumbled forward.

I studied him, fascinated, and he seemed more clearly etched and real than anyone I’d ever seen before. Threadbare clothing. Crude tattoos up and down his forearms of wheels and birds and a script I couldn’t read. His knuckles were scabbed over, his face narrow and undernourished. His hair was matted with dry sweat and ash, and he looked more like a homeless man from back home than a dreaded warrior of Lilith.

“Kneel,” said Victor, voice cold and distant as the grave.

The man just stood there, blinking, so the guards pushed down on his shoulders and he dropped to his knees as if his strings had been cut.

“Name?”

“Name?”

“Your name.”

“Oh. Mathis. They call me Mathis.”

“Do you repent your allegiance to Lilith, Mathis, and consign your soul to the Source?”

“Do I…? Oh. Yes. Yes, I do!” Wild hope flared in his eyes. “Can I -”

“Then the Source guide you home.” Victor nodded to the two guards, who seized Mathis by the arms and dragged him over to the block.

“Wait! Wait, I repent! I never loved Lilith, I swear it, always in my heart, I prayed to the Source, I prayed - oh please, please don’t do this, please.”

Victor stepped up alongside the block and raised his ax high.

Mathis ceased to struggle and pressed his brow to the wooden block. I stared, horrified, fascinated, nauseated, as he wept with his eyes tightly closed. 

A brief pause as the ax reached the apex of its swing, and then Victor grunted and brought it down. It dug deep into Mathis’ neck, hitting with a meaty thunk overlaid with all kinds of disgusting gristly crunching sounds and then the blade hit the block and blood was gushing everywhere. 

Victor yanked the ax free with a vicious jerk and stepped back, staring with flat eyes at the corpse. He’d cut clean through two-thirds of the neck, leaving the head attached only by a rope of muscle on the far side. 

The guards seized Mathis whose shivering had almost immediately stilled, and hauled him over the cobbles, leaving a thick trail of blood behind to dump his corpse against the building’s side.

“Next,” said Victor, voice leaden and with flat affect.

Both guards wiped their hands on their thighs and moved back into the building.

“Here,” said Victor.

I stared at where Mathis lay, mercifully turned to face the wall, his head lolling at an unnatural angle, blood running out along the cracks between the cobbles. 

“Here,” said Victor again, and I saw that he was holding the ax out. “Best clean it before the next one comes out. I don’t know why, but I think it’s more respectful in some way.”

“Right,” I said and took a cloth that Edgar had pulled from some pouch and held out to me. The blood was thick on the blade but came off easily enough; I tried with scrupulous care to not get any on my fingers but failed. When I handed the bloodied cloth back, I stared in dismay at the bright red smudges along the side of my palm. 

“Focus on your breathing,” said Victor. “In and out. Nice and slow. Want me to ask the questions?”

“No,” I said, meaning yes. “I’ve got it.”

“Good man,” said Victor, and stepped back.

The rear door swung open again, and the guards appeared, this time gripping a young woman roughly by the arms as if she’d just finished struggling. Her defiance was obvious; she kept her chin raised and her eyes gleamed as if relishing the sight of me. Pale hair bound back in a ponytail, dressed in a shapeless shirt and roughspun pants. A wound in her arm had been but recently bound and bled through. 

With a grunt, she shook off the guard’s hands. “All right, all right. Let go already. I’ll come.”

They kept a wary eye on her. She pushed her shoulders back, blew a lock of pale hair from before her face, and marched up to me. “You the savior I heard about?”

“Name?” My voice was strained as if I’d just run a mile. 

“Why you want it?”

“You don’t have to give it.” I hesitated. What was the second question? I froze, staring into this woman’s bright gaze, her disdain and amusement completely unexpected and disarming. Didn’t she know what was going to happen? 

“What’s the matter?” she asked. “You got the hots for me?”

My pulse pounded in my ears. “Do you foreswear your allegiance to Lilith?”

She spat full in my face. I felt the gobbet of phlegm hit my cheek and recoiled as if stung.

She let out a raucous laugh. “What, you a child? You lot got a fucking child leading your cause? That’s rich, that is, he looks like he’s the one going to the chopping block, not me, which he will soon, just when we come for him, fucking savior my -”

One of the guards cuffed her on the back of the head and she stumbled. They caught hold of her arms and dragged her down to kneel before the block.

I gripped the ax tightly and stepped to where Victor had stood.

“Lower your head,” said one of the guards. 

“Fuck you.”

The man took it in stride and smashed her head down onto the block so I heard an audible clunk. She let out a cry of anger and went to lift it only to have her head smashed down once more.

I wanted to puke.

“Keep it there or I’ll just stab you in the kidney,” said the guard. “Your choice.”

“Fuck you all,” she snarled, but kept her head down, twisting it around to look up at me. “I don’t think you can do it. Not while I stare at you. Gutless coward, you are. I can tell. Look at you shaking like a bitch. Go on. Cut my head off already! Do it! I’ll haunt your every dream, you bastard. Lilith hear me, I’ll follow your every step till she captures you and takes you deep into her heart, till she rapes -”

Panic rose up within me, a fear that I’d not be able to swing, that I’d disappoint Victor, embarrass myself before the guards, and with a cry I brought the ax down as hard as I could, wanting to silence her, hating myself, hating what I had to do.

The ax blade bit deep into her shoulder, shattering her shoulder blade and nearly severing her arm.

She shrieked. Blood spurted over my leg. The guards both started shouting. I placed my foot against her side and hauled the blade free, feeling delirious, wanting to vomit.

The woman tried to rise up, reach for her wound, but the guards slammed her back down.

“Swing!” barked Victor. “Noah! Swing! Now!”

I raised the ax which now felt like it weighed a hundred pounds. Raised it high overhead. Her screams spiraled up into the ashen sky. Blood was pouring from her wound. I saw broken shards of bone deep within her flesh. 

“Fuck you!” She fought the guards. “Fuck you fuck you fuck -”

I swung. The ax sank deep into her neck, passed clean through, driven by my terror. A perfect hit. Her cries cut off and her head bounced clear off the block to hit the cobbles and roll. Blood fountained forth, and the guards hauled her body off the block and tossed it to the side.

Hands took the ax from my nerveless fingers. Edgar. He was calm, purposeful. I stared at him and then forced myself to let go of the ax. He nodded and stepped back.

“It’s done,” said Victor. “Clean the body away. Next.”

I was trembling from head to toe. 

“Come on,” said Victor. “You’ve done your part, and what’s done is done.” He took hold of my arm. “Let’s get a drink inside you. Welcome to being a fucking leader.”

He guided me out of the courtyard.

I was shaking so badly that I didn’t really see where we were going. We ended up in a dark room somewhere close by, lit by an oil lantern whose soft warm glow took the edge off the otherwise shabby furnishings. A scarred wooden table, a half dozen mismatched chairs crowded around, empty shelves, no windows. 

“Here,” said Victor, reaching into a pack and drawing forth a flask and two cups. “Think the situation merits a little medication.”

There were guards at the door, I realized. Facing outward into a hallway. I snapped out of my daze and took the cup. Tried to hold it steady for Victor to pour into, then set it on the table when I realized I couldn’t. 

I could still feel the impact of the ax biting into her shoulder. 

Victor topped both small cups with an amber fluid, then pushed mine over to me. “Here. To Illington. To doing whatever it takes to defeat Lilith.”

I took the cup. It smelled like some kind of whiskey. “To Illington.”

I thought he might knock the whole thing back but instead he took a sip and then hissed, lips peeling back from his teeth for a moment before he set the cup down. Cautioned, I took a similar sip, and understood why: this was alcohol of the harshest kind, and it burned my tongue, seared the back of my throat and sent a wave of fire down my gullet to sizzle in my gut. 

“I made that myself three years ago,” he said, leaning back in the chair. “My father forbade me from making any five years before that when he tasted my first batch. Can’t say I got any better at it.”

“God damn,” I said, wiping the back of my hand across my mouth. “What is it?”

“I don’t know if it merits a name,” he said. “Let’s just call it a drink. Still, there’s not much left lying around these days.”

“Fair enough.” I took another sip. It was better this time, or perhaps my lips and mouth were already numb. “Listen. Back there, in the courtyard -”

Victor waved his hand. “No. Don’t apologize. It was my fault. Shouldn’t have expected you to do otherwise on your first execution. If you hadn’t been the savior, if so much didn’t ride on your setting the right example, I’d have insisted on your just watching. But now, regardless of anything, the troops will know you’re with us. That you not only fought last night but that you dispensed your own rough justice. They’ll respect you for it. And where we’re going, you’re going to need that respect.”

“Yeah?” I also leaned back in the chair. “Why’s that?”

“It’s one thing to expect loyalty when you’re winning and there’s plenty of water and food for everyone. Another when you’ve been trekking through the wastes for weeks when the water’s run out and men are starting to drop along the side of the road. That’s when leaders are tested. It’s not in how you handle an army after a victory, but whether you can keep it moving during a long, grueling slog that feels like an endless defeat.”

“Great,” I said. “I’m loving the army life more each day.”

Victor grunted in amusement and took another sip. “Blindness was right. War is evil. We only take up arms because it’s better than doing nothing. If anybody ever tells you they love war, get your blade up.”

I stared into my cup. “At the entrance to town. I saw a bunch of bodies on stakes.”

“Yeah,” said Victor, grimacing as he set his cup down.

“That’s… do you allow that kind of thing?”

“Course not. But this isn’t a professional army. We don’t have experienced sergeants watching over the troops. We’re made up of farmers, peasants, shop keepers, former rangers, a few actual soldiers here and there. Desperation gives them an edge, righteousness keeps them moving, but… this is a dark time we live in. Everyone here’s lost someone. Lost everyone, in most cases. Homes. Family. Children. Dreams. Hopes of a future. There’s a lot of pain out there. When that pain meets the enemy when it has the enemy at its mercy…well.”

I nodded. “I can see that.”

“It’s not pretty. I discourage it when I can. But if I found those that did it and disciplined them? This crusade would start to fall apart pretty damn fast.”

I thought of the bodies arched over the spikes. The dark blood sinking into the rough wood. “War.”

“Fucking war,” said Victor. 

We sat in silence for a spell, each of us sunken into our own thoughts, and then I roused myself. “My decision to leave the water. You agree?”

“No.”

Despite everything, I was surprised and disappointed. “No?”

He laughed. “Of course not! You know how rare water is out here?”

“Then - why’d you let me make the call?”

“Because you’re the Savior,” he said as if that answered everything. And perhaps it did. Still, he noticed my expression. “You’re the closest we’ve got to a direct conduit to the Source. To what it wants. You think I’ll countermand that before the men?”

“So you might in private?”

“Sure, maybe. At least I’ll try to reason with you. But when you get down to it, you’re the one on whose shoulders everyone’s hope rests. Do you think we should leave the water? I’ll set aside my cynicism and do just that.”

“Shit,” I said. Had I made a terrible mistake? I chewed over the pros and cons once more, till Victor slapped his hand down on the table, making me jump.

“No second guessing! One of the things my father taught me. You make a decision, you stick to it. If it doesn’t work out, then you learn and make a different choice next time. Course he was talking about what to plant in any given field each year and we’re dealing with the future of Chokmah, but the point remains.” He leaned forward, fixing me with his stare. “You made your call. It’s done. Don’t chew it over like a cow working cud.”

“You’re right,” I said. But wanted to protest: I’ve spent my whole life second guessing myself. Psyching myself out. I didn’t even ask Emma to stay till it was obviously too late because I’d lacked the courage – and that was only after I’d failed Michael and not been there for him. If I hadn’t been pulled into Bastion, I’d probably have spent the rest of my life second guessing that awful moment beside the Greyhound bus.

But there wasn’t room for that. Not anymore. I’d killed people. I’d made decisions that would affect hundreds of families, and potentially the whole crusade, which might, in turn, affect thousands upon thousands of lives. I took a deep breath. “No second guessing.”

“None. Look. We did it. Your plan last night allowed my men this morning to crush Illington’s forces. We’ve taken their water - as much as we want, at any rate - and will be marching on Peruthros come dawn tomorrow. We’ve already come a million miles further than I’d ever dreamed back when I’d decided enough was enough and quit my father’s farm. Tonight we’re going to celebrate very real victories. Tomorrow we’re going to go in hunt of more. So no doubts. You’re guided by the Source. Whether you feel it in your bones or not, you’re the fucking savior, and that’s that.”

“Yeah,” I said, then took a deep breath, tried to inject more confidence into my voice. “Yes.”

“What you need is to just get more life under your belt,” he said, leaning back and examining me. “My guess is that you’ve led a pretty sheltered life thus far except for whatever happened in Bastion. Am I right?”

“Sure,” I said, thinking of Ruddock. “Pretty much, yeah.”

“You need to live more. Kill more. Fuck more. Drink more. Make mistakes, then live up to them. Make the right calls, and then own those victories. You need to feel. Not just think, but feel, get your blood pumping, get your hackles up, feel terror, lust, desire, love, hatred - all of it. Become who you’re going to be, grow into that future badass self.”

I stared, wide-eyed, his passion, his fervor washing over me. He was so damn right. Even now I couldn’t hold the gaze of a beautiful woman like Sarah. I could help but remember Michael’s gentle ribbing, how he’d give me pep talks and propel me toward some girl at the bar or in the library, only to groan and laugh and clutch at his forehead as I’d walk right on by, pretending to not have seen her at the last moment.

“You killed that Lilith worshipper,” he said. “Cut her head clean off.” And again he smacked the table, loud. I jumped. “She was evil, my friend. A person, sure, but a worshipper of Lilith, the Lady of Pain who seeks to end everything and enslave everyone. She was evil and you dealt justice and I know you can still feel that ax passing through her neck. That is life. That moment will be with you forever. You are now more than you were. You’ve grown, added a layer, and with each new experience you’ll grow more, till nothing can rock you, nothing can scare you, till you’re as lean and scarred and terrible as the greatest warrior, able to stare Lilith right in the eye and not blink.”

“I’d settle for doing that with Sarah,” I muttered, then immediately blushed. 

“Sarah?” Victor grinned, tone turning conspiratorial as he leaned forward and refilled my cup. “Oh really?”

“Nothing, it’s nothing,” I said.

“I don’t know about that.” He filled his own cup then took it up. “You find her attractive?”

“You’re fucking with me,” I said, grinning despite myself. 

“Course I am. Who doesn’t? There’s something about strong women, isn’t there? Women who don’t take shit from anyone. Women who do their own choosing because when they choose you…” He paused. “But of course you know what I mean. Look at Imogen and Brielle.”

I scowled. “They didn’t choose me. They chose the Savior.”

“The Savior … is you.”

“Who I’m trying to become,” I said. “Seriously. Valeria, one of my missing companions? She straight up told me in the beginning that she wouldn’t hook up with me if I weren’t destined to save the universe.”

“Rough. You mean you’ve not slept with anyone other than your companions?”

“Rosanna,” I said, and looked down into my cup. 

“Ah, right. That didn’t work out so well. But that’s it?”

I forced a chuckle. “Look, I’ve slept with five beautiful women in the past few weeks. That doesn’t sound like a ‘that’s it’ situation to me.”

“Six, right? If you include Rosanna?”

“No. Neveah and I… she’s… it’s complicated. But she wasn’t open to that side of the deal.”

“Oh? Huh.” Victor rested both elbows on the table. “That’s why… I don’t know how it works, but maybe that’s why you can’t reason with her? Or understand why she’s after me? Or maybe that’s why the Hexenmagic has such a strong hold on her?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Though sleeping with a companion doesn’t really help me understand them, at least not at first.”

“Brielle,” said Victor.

“Right.”

“Well, five women, all of whom have wanted to bed you because you’re the savior. Sounds like you need to widen your circle of acquaintances.”

“Sleep around more?” I snorted. “No thanks. That didn’t work out so well for me with Rosanna.”

“Not everyone is a witch of Lilith,” he said. “Sarah sure isn’t.”

I glanced up at him. “She wouldn’t be interested.”

“How do you know?”

I hesitated. “Because…”

“Because she’s gorgeous, deadly, and a woman grown?”

“I mean… yeah.” I gave him an uneasy shrug. “I’m… I’ve never…”

“Listen.” Victor leaned in conspiratorially. “I’ll tell you a secret. My first lay was with a married woman in the village over. My father and I would deliver grain to her home every fall after harvest. She was a stunner. Marvasha.” He paused and gave a shake of his head, as if still in wonder over her beauty. “I was only fifteen. But the first year I delivered grain by myself to her homestead her husband was away and we ended up fucking for three hours straight on the kitchen floor, on the stairs, in the hallway, and finally in her bedroom.”

I sat up. “You were fifteen?”

“Yep. Late bloomer. But you know how I got her to go for it?”

“Good grain?”

He laughed. “No. Confidence. I wanted her. I let her know, and what’s more, I knew it would happen. I caught her glancing at me. Nothing obvious. But I could sense it. Her interest. So I went for it. And she was only too glad to give despite her initial protests about her husband catching us in the act.”

“Yeah, sure, confidence.” I took a big sip and sat back. “I’ve heard that before. But that’s not something you can fake -”

“Bull shit.” Victor grinned at me. “Listen. You’re in your head too much. You over think things. I can tell. This isn’t complicated. Men and women have been doing it for hundreds of thousands of years, and most of them haven’t been too smart. It’s about feeling that connection. You feel something when you look at Sarah?”

“Something?”

“Yeah, excited, uneasy, a yearning, a quickening of your pulse -”

“Sure.”

“You catch her looking at you?”

“Actually, yeah. Once or twice.”

“There you go.” He sat back as if he’d won the argument.

“There I go where? What?”

“The hardest part is taken care of. Now, if you want to fuck her, you just got to make it happen. Find her. Let her know you’re interested. And then fuck her brains out.”

I laughed. “It doesn’t work that way.”

He grinned right back. “Sure it does.”

“No,” I said, leaning forward and taking up my cup. “Trust me. It doesn’t.” 

He raised an eyebrow. “How would you know? You ever really tried?” And he laughed again in my speechless face and tossed back the contents of his cup.

“No, I haven’t, because it wouldn’t work. I’m not, like - a natural leader, you know? Or - I feel like an idiot saying this, even that attractive, women don’t notice me -”

“First, nothing is more attractive than confidence. There are plenty of ugly guys out there getting laid because they own it. Second, you’re the fucking savior. Everyone notices you. So you really don’t have any excuses. The only question is: do you want to fuck Sarah?”

Again I was speechless. I drained my cup to buy myself time and realized that my heart was pounding. 

“I’ll take that tortured expression on your face for a yes,” said Victor.

“Well, of course I’d like to. She’s gorgeous. But that doesn’t mean I should.”

“What? You swore a vow not to fuck anyone else but your companions and Rosanna?”

I made to throw my empty cup at him.

“My point,” he said, flinching aside with a laugh, “is that we might die any day. This week. The next. So why not enjoy ourselves even as we risk everything for the Source? Unless you think the Source disproves of lovemaking?” His expression turned stricken. “Oh god. Please don’t tell me the Source disapproves of lovemaking.”

“No,” I said, unable to resist grinning. “Not that I know of.”

“So there you have it. My original point stands. You need more life under your belt, Noah. You need to become the man you’re going to inevitably be. Don’t shy away from life’s experiences. Seize them. If Sarah’s up for a lay, then why say no?”

I sank my head into both hands. “Fine. Fine! I’ll fuck Sarah. There. You happy?”

He laughed again, refilled my cup, then called out, “Hey, Gregory!”

One of the guards ducked his head inside the doorway. “Yes, general?”

“Can you find Sarah of the Sacred Guard and ask her to join us?”

“Yes, sir.” The man ran off down the hall.

“Wait,” I said, bolting upright. “Join us? As in now?”

“Sure,” said Victor, sitting back languidly and gazing at me over the rim of his cup with an innocent expression. 

“But - it’s not even - what time is it? Ten in the morning?”

“So?”

“So?” I edged around in my seat, flustered, furious at his equipoise, mortified, more than a little tipsy. “You can’t expect me to seduce Sarah of the - what did you call it?”

“Sacred Guard.”

“Of the Sacred Guard at ten in the morning!”

“It’s apparently not too early to execute people.”

“That’s completely different.”

“Or drink.”

“That’s - you said that was medicinal.”

“So’s this. And nobody said you had to bend her over the table the moment she walked inside. We’re going to ask her to join us for a drink, review her progress, and see if there’s some real chemistry or not. Relax. Talking to attractive women who’re interested in you is usually considered a fun activity.”

I sank back into my seat, bereft of arguments and drained my cup. It was the third? Fourth that I’d had? I suddenly wished it was the sixth or seventh. Victor just sat there, looking aggravatingly pleased with himself and rolling his empty cup from one palm to the other along its lower rim.

“Shouldn’t you be out there, I don’t know, leading?”

Victor shrugged one shoulder. “This isn’t the first time we’ve conquered a small town. My people know what to do. Martha will keep everyone preoccupied. And to be honest, I’m not a logistics kind of guy. Think of it this way: Martha’s the brains of this operation, I’m the heart.”

“Fair enough. Maybe I should go check on Imogen and Brielle. Let them know what’s going on.”

Footsteps sounded in the hallway, the clank of full plate armor and the subtle jingle of the chain.

“Too late,” grinned Victor. 

 


Chapter 17

 


 

Sarah appeared in the doorway, helm under her arm, sledgehammer hanging from a strap looped over her shoulder, black armor refulgent in the light of the oil lamp. Her clear blue eyes flicked from Victor to me to the cups, and a subtle shift took place on her face, her expression going from a stiff, businesslike expression to one undercut just fractionally by sardonic amusement. 

“You asked for me, general?” Her voice was crisp, with just a touch of huskiness to it. 

How old was she, I wondered? Late twenties? Early thirties? A lead weight sank in my stomach. Clearly, too much sand for my little truck, as my mother used to say. 

Victor gestured to an empty chair. “Thanks for coming, Sarah. Join us?”

“As you command,” she said, tone wry, and lowered herself into the chair, which groaned as it took the weight of her black steel plate. It was a marvel of engineering; it gleamed darkly in the light, cunningly fashioned so that it interlocked, parts sliding over each other without friction, bands of artistically rendered gold fringing the plates. The black chain was visible between the chinks, and her white tabard shone luminously in contrast, fringed with gold cloth and with a black star emblazoned across her chest. 

I realized that I was staring and that Sarah was watching me stare with a raised eyebrow.

So of course I blushed and sat back, looking everywhere but at her. “Um - beautiful armor.”

“Thank you.” I got the impression that if she could she’d have crossed one leg over the other. “It was fashioned for me by Elkran the Smith. Same person that made Lizbeth’s magic crossbow. Took him almost a year to create.”

“Sacred Guard armor is stronger than steel,” said Victor. “I’ve been asking Sarah and Lizbeth to make me an honorary member so that I can wear some, but thus far they’ve said no.”

“And will continue to do so,” said Sarah in a lazy drawl. “You’ve not sworn the oaths, and even if you did I doubt you’d take them seriously. This armor is our holy vestment. It’s not to be worn by heathens like yourself.”

“Heathen?” Victor pretended mock outrage. “I pray to the Source at least once a month.”

She snorted, gaze flicking from Victor to me then back as if still trying to gauge the purpose of her summons.

Victor leaned forward. “Anyways. Report?”

She lifted her left gauntlet to her mouth and began to undo the strap with her teeth. “We’ve passed the word on as ordered. Made it clear to everyone that looting is to end by early afternoon. There was some resistance, but not much. Everyone is wary of the enemy presence. Gherog’s band has disappeared entirely - or at least, they’ve not returned from their sortie to the north of town. That’s got everyone on edge.”

Victor frowned. “He was in the thick of the action this morning. Lost a lot of his people. How many were left in his band?”

“Six.” The strap came free, and she pulled it out and then tugged her gauntlet off, setting it on the table with a clank. Flexed her long fingers and then began working on the other strap.

“Damn.” Victor tapped his lips as he stared off into the middle distance. “Gregory?”

“Sir?” The guard stuck his head back in. 

“Send word to General Martha. No scouting or looting forces are to go out that aren’t at least twenty strong.”

“Yes, sir.” He ran off down the hall once more.

“Is there anything else, Victor?” Sarah massaged her other freed hand. “If so, I’d have remained standing.”

“Oh no,” he said. “The savior here is intensely curious about you. He has a question.”

I nearly died. Victor sat back and looked at me with terrible innocence. I sat up as my heart sank and my face flamed and met Sarah’s gaze, looked away, then forced myself to look back.

“Is that so?” Her smile was more openly sardonic, her searing blue eyes touched by amusement. “How flattering. What would you like to know, Noah?”

I looked at Victor. I’m going to kill you I thought at him as hard as I could, but he only fluttered his eyes in an even more wicked display of innocence.

“I - uh.” What could I ask her? My mind went blank, all thoughts erased by just how striking she was. There was a knowing in the depths of her eyes that disarmed me; a sense that she’d seen far too much of the world and found most of it either lacking or pitifully amusing. 

She lowered her chin a fraction. “Noah?” 

“Um. I wanted to know about the Sacred Guard,” I said, reaching for straws. “Victor mentioned that they were the first line of defense for Chokmah?”

“We were, yes,” said Sarah, her tone smooth, voice polished, as if shifting gears into a more professional tone. “The Sacred Guard is - was - an ancient institution, whose records stretch back into illegibility. We were tasked with defending the approaches to Bastion, to ensure that only the worthy and pure could journey to that final realm. Many of us were stationed at the Tower that is now claimed by the Hindering Ones, but there were numerous other portals across Chokmah which fell under our purview. All of them now fallen and claimed by Lilith.”

“Oh. So there are other ways out of Ghogiel beside the Tower?”

“Yes. But those smaller portals are irrevocably corrupted. Not only would passing through them open your soul to Lilith’s direct influence, but they are now guarded by hordes of her followers. They are lost to us until we cleanse the central Tower.”

Victor poured Sarah a drink and slid it across to her. She took it up and held it beside her cheek, not yet taking a sip.

“And this tower.” I took my cup as Victor refilled it. “Can you tell me about it? Is it like Bastion?”

Her wide lips curled up into a private smile, and I realized that was her equivalent of a chuckle. “No, savior. The tower at the center of Chokmah - Ghogiel, I suppose - is nothing like that of Bastion. This is a much more modest construction, perhaps only several hundred yards tall. I grew up there. Think of a fortress that simply extends high into the sky. Square, once made of white stone, now black.”

“It changed color?”

“When Chokmah fell it did. Just like my armor.”

“Oh. Shit.”

“Yes,” she said. “Precisely. ‘Shit’.” And took a sip of her drink. And to my unending surprise, didn’t react in the slightest to how foul it was.

“Had to be tough working in the Sacred Guard,” said Victor. “All work and no play.”

“I wouldn’t say that.” Sarah’s eyes gleamed. “We found time for amusements in the years before the invasion began.”

“Oh yes?” Victor sounded pitying. “Competitions to see who could polish their neighbor’s great helm quickest?”

Sarah snorted. “Is that what we’re calling it these days?”

Calling what? I felt a pang of regret. Victor made it look easy, this kind of banter. I couldn’t stop sounding earnest and interested in strategy. I took another sip of my drink. “So what kind of, uh, amusements did you guys get up to?”

Sarah leaned back in her chair, causing it to creak. “We trained endlessly, of course. As a result, we were all in peak physical condition. Our duties consisted mostly of tours across Chokmah, guard duty around the portals, and overseeing the traffic to Bastion. Not demanding. That left us all with a certain excess energy to expend.”

“So, sprints,” said Victor. “Arm wrestling contests?”

Sarah rubbed the rim of her cup across her lower lip and smiled her private smile once more. “Something along those lines.”

“If I’d known the Sacred Guard was so much fun,” said Victor, “I’d have left the farm ages ago and signed up.”

“I doubt you’d have made the cut,” she said. “No offense.”

“And why not?”

“You lack a certain… principled quality to your nature.”

“Me? Lack principles? I’m offended. What about Noah, then?”

I fought to sit in a relaxed posture, to look nonchalant and casually interested. Sarah regarded me, her blue eyes seeming to pierce my thin veil of pretense and see into my core. 

“If the Source saw fit to select Noah for the most important task in the universe, how could anyone in the Sacred Guard have said no to him?”

Wait. What? Had she said - she was smiling again, that private smile, watching me squirm. Holy shit, was she flirting with me? Why not with Victor? He was the smooth one.

Say something, you idiot!

I leaned forward. “And, ah, who would I have had to speak to in order to gain admittance?”

“There were a number of trials,” said Sarah. “Rigorous. Extreme. Very physically exacting. Even one like yourself would have had to pass them all.”

My pulse was thudding in my ears, but the booze was helping loosen my tongue. “Really? Sounds fascinating. What kind of trials?”

Footsteps came jogging back down the hallway, and Gregory appeared, gasping for breath. “Victor, sir, there’s trouble.”

Victor set his cup aside and stood. “What kind?”

“Blindness has located Gherog’s mage, Black Blade. Or what’s left of him. In the ruins of a large building at the very northern edge of town. He says there’s a small force of the enemy hiding in the basement level.”

“Then let’s wipe them out,” said Victor. But then he paused, and considered Sarah and me. I could see him mentally switching gears. “Sarah. I want you and Lizbeth to lead your force to investigate and eradicate any enemies found in this building. Noah, would you be so good as to accompany her?”

And damn me if that didn’t sound like a good idea. Sitting around this table awkwardly bantering was getting me nowhere. Now, showing what I could do in a fight? Much more likely to make an impression. 

I hesitated while Victor got the location of the building from Gregory. Was this wise? I’d had… four cups of that booze? How good would I be in a fight? Should I go get Imogen and Brielle? But then how the hell would I be able to impress Sarah if Brielle was there the whole time cutting me down? Plus Blindness had said it was just a small force, right?

But what decided me was Sarah herself. She pulled on one gauntlet with a brisk tug, bound it tight, then pulled on the second. And something about that movement, the efficiency of it, how her armor gleamed, how regal and hot and distant and sultry she was made me want to just go along with the plan. 

“Ready?” she asked, her eyes narrowed as she gauged me. Took my measure. 

I stood and rested my hand on the pommel of Shard. Raised my chin. “Ready.”

“Good man,” said Victor. “I’ll have Blindness monitor your progress. If things get too dangerous, retreat.”

“Yes, general,” said Sarah. She picked up her great helm and tucked it back under her arm. “With your leave.”

He nodded, and I followed her down the hall, her armor again making the subtle clanking as she led me out of the house into a narrow side street. It was closer to midday now; the sun as ever was obfuscated, but the clouds were smeared with brightness, low and oppressive as they were.

“Lizbeth and I lead a force twenty strong,” said Sarah as we marched down the street, shoulder to shoulder. “Used to be more, but time and Lilith have taken their toll.”

“Sacred Guard?”

“No. Tower militia. Still capable of holding their own. Those who have survived this long especially so. They specialize in infantry combat, shoulder to shoulder in rank. Lizbeth and I have trained them to operate in groups of two for greater flexibility. We tend to lead the way, breaking up the enemy and allowing them to mop up what’s left.”

I eyed her dire flail. “I can believe it.”

“And you? I assume you’re familiar with the use of your blade?”

“Sure,” I said. “Of course.” 

Something about my tone caused her to give me the side-eye.

“I mean, there’s always room for improvement, but I can hold my own.”

“Good.”

We emerged into the central square. Despite the chaos that seemed to fill the great expanse of open cobblestone Sarah seemed to know exactly where to go. She led us to a group of men and women, all of them clad in ebony mail over which white tabards were hung. None of them were immaculate; I saw tears, stains, stitched mail everywhere, but there was something about the way they stood, the quiet conversation, that gave me a sense of solidity, of competence. 

Lizbeth moved to greet us. Her blond hair was freshly braided, but for the first time she afforded me a smile. I guess my standing up for the children had raised me in her estimation. 

“Victor’s charged us with recovering Gherog’s band,” said Sarah. “We’re to lead our force to the north of town, wipe out the small force of enemies and return with the dead. Noah’s agreed to accompany us.”

“Praise the Source,” said Lizbeth, and I realized she meant it. “It will be good to have you by our side, savior.” And with that, she turned to the company. “Tower guard! Grab your gear. We’re moving to engage the enemy. Two minutes!”

No grumbling. No dirty looks. The company set to stowing their bowls, grabbing their shields and weapons, adjusting their armor.

I reached out for Brielle and Imogen. It took me a moment to gather my concentration, to pierce the slight fog of intoxication, but then I sensed them: Imogen was in the infirmary tent. Brielle was in line for food on the far side of the square. 

I rested my hand on Shard. It wasn’t too late to send for them. To have them accompany us on this mission. I thought of Victor, his teasing grin. Thought of Sarah’s evaluating gaze. 

You’re buzzed, I told myself. This isn’t a game. 

“I’ll be right back,” I said. “One second.”

The knights nodded and returned to conferring, and I jogged over to the infirmary tent. It was easy to find Imogen; she was speaking with Alexander, the foppish mage who had accompanied us on our raid the night before. He looked much recovered, his hair stylized and with a curl hanging carefully before his brow, hands linked behind his back and head bowed as he listened to Imogen. They both looked up as I approached.

“Master Savior,” said Alexander, and executed a courtly bow with a flourish. “You lighten the world with your presence.”

“Noah?” Imogen gave me a tentative smile. “What’s wrong?”

“Nothing. Victor’s asked me to help with a small mission. I’m to go with Sarah and Lizbeth to the north end of town to clean out a building.”

“Understood,” said Imogen. “I’ll come.”

“Ahem,” coughed Alexander into his fist. “The matter we were just discussing?”

“Theoretical,” said Imogen. “Immaterial. I’ll accompany Noah.”

“Hardly immaterial, my dear,” said Alexander. “Unless you plan to simply annotate what takes place and not use your magic?”

“What’s going on?” I asked.

Imogen sighed in exasperation. “Alexander believes the blow I took last night will get worse if I use my magic.”

“I’m the only magus present with levels in the Green Path,” he said. “And while I may not be a healer per se, I can recognize a symbiotic influence when I see one. Do you see these gray tendrils here on her brow? They’re a magical parasite. Blindness worked miracles in preventing it from devouring her intellect the night before, but each time she uses her powers it will stimulate the parasite, making it grow and feed on her. It’s entirely possible that a couple of potent spells will reduce her to the mental capacity of an imbecile.”

“Possible, not certain,” said Imogen. “I won’t stay behind if Noah is going to be in danger.”

“Whoa, wait a second. Alexander, how certain are you of this?”

He pursed his lips and stared up into the sky, frowning as if reading something unpleasant across the underbelly of the clouds. “Seven out of ten.”

“Then you’re not coming,” I said.

“Noah -” began Imogen.

“No. You’re going to go with Alexander to Blindness and figure this out. There is absolutely zero chance I’ll risk you like that, especially on a small mission like this. You’re going to take care of yourself first and foremost. We need you to recover as quickly as possible so you can start working on finding Emma and Valeria.”

“He’s speculating,” said Imogen. “No offense, Alexander, but healing is not your domain -”

“Imogen.” I reached out and took her gloved hand. “No. Not going to risk it.”

Her shoulders slumped. “Very well.”

“I’ll take Brielle,” I said. “Plus with Lizbeth and Sarah, I’ll be fine.”

“I don’t like this,” said Imogen. “At all.”

“It’ll be fine. Thank you, Alexander.”

“Please, my dear Savior, it’s Alex to my friends. And we are friends, are we not?”

“Sure,” I said, smiling despite myself. “Why not? Comrades in arms.”

“Oh, I do like the sound of that. I shall do everything within my power to heal your obstinate companion.” And he drummed his heels in a surprisingly rapid staccato manner before executing a bow even more ornate than the first. “You can leave it to me.”

“My thanks. Take this seriously, Imogen.”

“Fine.” She crossed her arms. “And you better come back in one piece.”

“I will.” I kissed her cheek. “See you soon.”

I hurried across the square, strangely relieved that Imogen wouldn’t be coming. I didn’t want to analyze why, so I put it aside and found Brielle in line before a large cauldron, arms crossed over her chest and ignoring the subtle and not-so-subtle stares of the men in line behind and before her. 

“Hey. Brielle.”

She glanced over at me, frowned, then looked away. “Noah.”

I stopped, felt a surge of emotion, a wave of frustration and bitterness that all our experiences had come to this. Where I couldn’t even get her to talk to me properly, where all I got was my name, dismissively said. I just stared at her profile, her expression set and hard, and felt - defeated.

“It’s nothing.” 

She glanced at me, surprised. “You sought me out for no reason?”

“It is now, yeah. Never mind. Enjoy your soup.” And I turned and walked away, feeling angry and wretched and despondent all.

I reached out and sensed her, thinking for a wild second she might follow, give up her spot in line for soup to ask me what I’d really wanted - but no. She remained still.

“Damn her,” I muttered, and made my way back to where Sarah and Lizbeth were waiting. 

Their company had fallen into neat ranks, four across, five deep, the soldier in the center of each rank marked with a golden wing on their shoulder which indicated some kind of elevated rank. Short swords at their hips, iron shields slung over their shoulders. As shabby as they looked compared to the impression they once must have made, they looked exceedingly professional compared to the rest of Victor’s crusade.

“All settled?” asked Sarah as I stepped up, glancing past me as if expecting to see Imogen and Brielle.

“All good,” I said. “Ready when you are.”

Sarah raised her large helm high above her head then lowered it so that the broad metal collar rested comfortably on her shoulders. Gone was all sense that she was female; her breastplate was flat and curved like any other, the helm impersonal and all business. Perhaps she was more slender than other knights, but given the amount of padding, chainmail, and plate armor she was wearing it was nearly impossible to tell.

Lizbeth donned her own helm, took up her massive crossbow, and then marched out of the square, Sarah by her side. The company followed in neat order, each rank moving forward a second after the one before it. 

I felt positively exposed because of my lack of armor. I’d lost the shield Valeria had gifted me somewhere along the way. My chain had been taken by Rosanna and her men. I felt an acute longing for Valeria, wished for her to be by my side with an almost physical ache. Forthright, confident, experienced in all matters military, I’d taken more comfort in her presence in such moments than I’d realized. 

I pictured her surprisingly delicate face, her fierce green eyes, her burnished golden hair that fell nearly to her waist in wavy ringlets. Where was she? Where was Emma? What I wouldn’t give to have them both with me. 

Which was weird. I wanted my companions by my side - all of them. I needed them with me. When it had just been Brielle, I’d longed for Imogen’s cool calm, her intellectual incisiveness, her wry humor and impish delight in anything that flummoxed me. But with her here I now longed for Valeria’s stalwart presence. For Emma’s friendship and support. I wanted to fix things with Brielle. I needed her, too. Needed her to push me, keep me off balance, to spur me to greater acts. And Neveah.

I chewed on my lower lip as I walked alongside the company. Neveah. What the hell was I going to do with her? Keep her chained up like an animal till we reached the tower, and then have her carried through the portal? Would entering a different sphere be sufficient to end her bloodlust? What if it wasn’t? Would I need to find a mage of even greater potency than Blindness? I wanted her free and by my side. I wanted to find a way in, to get to know her, the person behind the indomitable will and ruthless self-control. The Neveah who existed before all this trauma - if she existed at all.

Sunken in my thoughts, I marched alongside the Tower guard, scanning the building facades but barely seeing what was before me. The alcohol might have been making me a little maudlin. Had any of the previous saviors experienced this level of difficulty right out of Bastion? I bet they hadn’t. I bet they’d ridden forth, a unified group of six, each certain of their place and bond with each other. If they’d been defeated, it surely had to have been by the forces of Lilith, not bitterness, in-fighting, and doubt. 

Lizbeth barked a command and the company ground to a halt. I moved on up to the front and joined both armored women. They’d raised their visors and were inspecting a large, ruinous edifice that had no doubt once been grand and imposing. Shattered columns lined the broad steps that rose to some vaguely Greek facade. Most of the roof looked to have collapsed inward. Shadows coiled within the depths.

“In there,” said Sarah. “Black Blade’s corpse lies within the first basement level. We don’t know where the others are.”

“First basement level?” I didn’t like the sound of that. Reminded me of those old RPG computer games where you descended level after level toward some inimical evil that was just waiting to destroy you.

“Yes.” Sarah unshouldered her flail. “Blindness was unable to scry any deeper, but there are greater depths.”

“We’re not here to explore them,” said Lizbeth. “We’re here to wipe out the small force of the enemy and retrieve the corpses. Understood?”

I nodded. Fine by me. I peered up the shattered steps at the building’s interior. I could see large chunks of fallen rock, columns leaning at crazy angles, a veritable morass of collapsed masonry. “Looks like tight quarters in there. What do you guys think of splitting up into two groups? Easier to navigate the inside, and we’ll cover more ground quickly.”

Sarah exchanged a glance with Lizbeth. “I’m usually against dividing the company, but you’re right. It looks pretty cramped in there.”

Lizbeth gave a decisive nod. “We’ll be within hailing distance of each other. Very well. Whom do you wish to accompany, savior?”

I considered both women, but a speculative gleam in Sarah’s eyes decided me. “I’ll work with Sarah and take the left side. Meet you at the back of the building?”

“Very well,” said Lizbeth, and brought down her visor. Voice hollow, she turned to her men. “First two ranks and half the second are with me. The rest with Sarah. We’re doing a search and destroy. No lingering. If combat gets out of hand, Sarah or I will sound the retreat. If we’re down, look to your rank lieutenant. Magus Blindness says we’re facing a small force within, but you can never tell with Lilith. Stay sharp. Be wary. And may the Source be with you.”

The men and women of the company brought their fists to their hearts in salute, and then the first two ranks peeled away to follow Lizbeth up the steps, the leftmost two soldiers of the third following after.

Sarah caught my eye. “Wanted to see what I’m capable of?”

And like that my pulse was racing again. Something about life and death situations had that effect on me. “I’ve already got an idea. That’s why I’m coming along for the show.”

“You’d best pull your weight,” she said with a smile.

“Oh, I can do better than that.” I felt a burst of exhilaration. Was it this easy to flirt with a beautiful woman? I felt reckless, my doubts and regrets falling away. “Just watch.”

“We’ll see,” said Sarah, reaching up for her visor. “But I’m ready to be impressed.” She brought it down with a clink, fastened the latch, and raised her hammer. “Company B, march.”

I climbed up the broken steps beside her. What terrible force had shattered such plinths of stone? I stepped over riven cracks, up over chunks of rubble, and as we reached the top I drew Shard.

I sensed the company behind me slow, stop. Turned, confused, and realized that all eyes were trained on my blade. Shard. The sword of legend. The sword of the Source. It was the first time they’d seen it drawn, and I realized that moment was pregnant with potential. I seized it.

“I wield the blade of the savior,” I said, not shouting but pitching my voice to carry. “Shard. The blade that has served the Source in countless battles. That has won countless wars. Its edge has drunk deep of Lilith’s servants without number, and one day soon shall drink of Lilith’s dark blood herself. Follow me, guards of the Tower. We step into darkness, but my blade will light the way.”

And with that, I willed a pulse of power into Shard so that it incandesced, burning brightly in that faint morning light, turning into a shard of sunlight in truth, bright and pure and hallowed. 

The company before me drew their breath, and I saw eyes widen with awe and true religious feeling. This was more than a sword for them. To these men and women, it was a physical testament for everything they’d dedicated their lives. And like that my skin crawled with wonder at what I bore all over again, and I was humbled by my charge.

I didn’t glance at Sarah, but instead turned back to the building and stepped inside. 

Whoever had vented their wrath upon the steps had spared the building itself not at all. The sky was visible through massive rents in the ceiling, and the center of the massive room was impassable with fallen rubble. Columns stood at oblique angles, some of them having unseamed themselves and fallen in cylindrical chunks to the ground. Statuary lay toppled amongst the masonry, some broken into rough-edged pieces, others still whole and gazing up from the chaos as if in confusion and bleak despair. All of it was dusted with fallen ash.

“Some geomancy would come in useful right now,” I said quietly, moving forward, gravel and grit crunching underfoot. The air was chill, felt colder even than outside. I blew out a plume of condensation. “That normal?”

“No,” said Sarah, voice muffled. 

“And look, no tracks.” The floor before us was smooth with fallen ash, none of it disturbed by the passage of boots. “How long ago did Gherog’s men come here?”

“Would have been but hours ago.”

I frowned and raised Shard higher. “I know this sounds trite, but I got a bad feeling about this.”

“Agreed.” I’d almost expected her to tease me. “But we’re here now, and Lizbeth hasn’t sounded an alarm. Let’s proceed.”

I led the way, Shard held out before me, gripped in both hands at waist level and point raised to chest height. The tromp of the ten soldiers behind us was comforting and distracting both. I canted my head from one side to the other to peer deeper and past fallen objects, leading the company forward around one fallen object after another. Ducked under a collapsed column that had formed an impromptu archway, and then stopped as the ash all around us began to rise.

“What the…?”

Sarah stepped up alongside me, and together we turned in a slow circle. The finest of particles were rising into the air, creating a fog that rapidly rose to knee height, then waist, then obscured the ceiling altogether so that I felt trapped within a globe of pale fog alongside Sarah. 

“Company B, report!” Sarah’s command was swallowed up by the fog. No answer.

“Come on,” I said, and led the way back to where they’d followed but moments ago. Ten paces and no sign of them. I stopped. “Where’d they go?”

The terrain around us looked different. The archway we’d stepped under was gone; a new jumble of collapsed masonry surrounded us, as if we’d somehow been turned around and stepped off into a new area of the temple. 

“Hexenmagic,” said Sarah. 

I tightened my grip on Shard. “Which means there’s a mage somewhere close we have to kill.”

I could hear Sarah’s smile in her words. “I admire your confidence.”

“I’m nothing but. Come on.” I walked carefully back the way I thought we’d come. Our footsteps no longer rang from the walls. We moved through complete silence, the cold piercing through my clothes. Shard, however, seemed to radiate a warmth that kept the worst of the cold at bay. Before its light, the fog seemed to disappear altogether, and I took comfort from its golden radiance. 

“There,” said Sarah. “Approaching.”

A figure was walking toward us. It was but a shadow in the gloom, but I could tell it was a woman from the subtle sway of hips. I took a deep breath, held it, then released, forcing myself to relax, to not clench Shard as hard as I could. I could almost feel Valeria by my side, and with a pang of longing heard again the advice she’d given me so long ago in our first trial:

You’re going to focus on staying alive. Simply back away when you can. Parry and block if forced to. Don’t attack, don’t expose yourself to danger. Let me do the killing. Keep your feet on the ground. Slide them around so that you don’t lose your balance. Keep your blade before you, both hands on the hilt, point up.

I’d come a long way since then. Sarah moved into a sideways stance, hammer held at the ready. We watched the woman slowly approach. She didn’t hold a weapon. The mage? I fought the urge to call out a challenge, to unleash an arc of golden flame. Focused on my breathing and glanced behind us just once to make sure we weren’t being distracted. 

Nothing behind us.

The approaching woman drifted apart into two figures, then coalesced into one once more just before emerging from the fog. 

A young woman, pale hair bound in a ponytail, dressed in shapeless clothing, pants held up by rough spun rope. Eyes glittered with a feverish intensity, and my blood ran cold, Shard nearly falling from my grip.

The Lilith worshipper I’d executed just hours ago.

“I’m too fond of this body to abandon it so easily. Noah, will you dance with me? Step into the fog and join me. Dance with me, Noah. Press your fingers into the ax wound in my back. Thrust you -”

I let out a yell of horror and slashed Shard through the air, unleashing an arc of gold fire which cut straight through her, causing her form to dissipate into ribbons that curled and faded and were gone.

“Who was that?” Sarah’s voice was terse. Fear? Nerves? “You know her?”

“I killed her this morning,” I said. Fought hard to keep my voice steady. “Executed her. Poorly.”

I felt again the thunk of the ax sinking into her back. Shattering her shoulder blade. Her back arching. Her scream of startled agony. Blood shooting all over my leg. I shuddered. “Cut off her head. She can’t be here.”

Laughter echoed around us. Mocking. Spiteful. Familiar. 

“Might not be her,” said Sarah, turning in a slow circle. “Lilith Hexenworkers specialize in corruption. In weakness. Might have plucked her from your mind and are using her against you.”

I shuddered again. Felt horror and guilt wash over me. How could I have missed her neck so badly? I’d nearly taken her arm off, not her head. I swallowed my nausea down. “We’ve got to keep moving.”

“Lizbeth!” Sarah’s yell shattered the oppressive silence. “Tower guard! To me!”

Nothing.

“Let’s go,” I said, and began stalking forward. A shriek off to my left, ragged movement and I turned just in time to see a horrific form come bounding out of the fog, emaciated and black, charred to the bone by some terrible fire. A flash of bared teeth pale against burned flesh, eyes wide, a mop of white hair wreathing its visage, and then it leaped, was upon us, and I yelled, closed my eyes, and swung Shard like a fucking baseball bat.

Felt my blade thunk into its spindly body, shear clean through, claws scrabbling at my arm, then it was passed me, on the floor, and I spun, gasping for breath, to see its upper half coming at me like a crab, hauling itself sideways by the arm, eyes livid with hate, mouth open to scream -

THUD. Sarah’s hammer collapsed its skull with infinite finality, shattering the square of stone beneath it. The body went still.

“That - what the hell was -” But I didn’t have time to say anything else. The fog around us boiled with movement, and a horde of the burned things erupted from its depths, scampering and leaping toward us, arms seeming as long as their legs. Shrieks of madness or glee rent the air, and then all was chaos and battle.

I loosed a bolt of golden light into the thickest knot of them, then dropped to one knee to let another sail overhead, chopping Shard down as I did so to sever its arm and leg. Rose, spun, slashed out in a great lateral sweep to cleave a second in twain, only to be buffeted down to the ground with bone-jarring force by an attack from behind. Claws closed around my chin, the back of my head, and I knew in a second it would wrench my head clean off, Shard trapped beneath my body, a scream rising - 

Then a whoosh and the weight was gone, claws torn away. I roared in anger and rolled off my blade, came up sweeping and just missed another as it reared back from my blow. I threw out my hand and unleashed a bolt of coruscating lighting, lifting it off its feet in a display of overwhelming if crude power, then stood and hacked at a charred monster that had leaped high onto Sarah’s back and was seeking to lever her helm off.

Sarah fought with grim precision, swinging her hammer in massive arcs that destroyed whatever it touched. 

The enemy kept coming, however. I couldn’t fight back to back with her given her combat style but could count on her to keep my rear free. Instead, I forced a deep breath, shook out my shoulders and settled into a combat crouch, ready just as if I were back in Sensei Rocco’s dojo, taking part in a round robin where a score of the other students would take turns attacking me from all angles.

Movement out of the corner of my eye was all it took, and I moved, turning and slashing, stepping into my felled enemy and parrying a claw sweep, taking the arm off at the elbow, then leaning in hard to slam my shoulder into its bony chest and knock the monster back into its fellows.

Keep moving. Flow with your enemies. Use them against each other. Don’t let them pin you. Force them to follow. Sensei’s words coming from across the years.

So I did just that. Pain flared along my thigh as claws cut through my pants. Swing. Chop. Move. Step through. Turn, parry, retreat, spin once more and decapitate. I kept an eye on Sarah, not wanting to move too far away. The floor was growing treacherous with body parts. Another flare of pain down my back as claws raked down the side of my spine. 

They were swarming me. I didn’t have the room for large sweeps. I blasted out another arc of golden fire, cleared a swathe before me, and then took three running steps and leaped up onto a toppled column, turning to slash down at upraised claws.

“Sarah! To me!”

Her armor was proving invaluable. None of the monsters had been able to pierce her Sacred Guard plate, and though I saw her buffeted by countless attacks, she kept her feet and kept on swinging, devastating those around her. 

I chopped and hewed at attacks as they came, but then the ground shuddered and I turned to see a behemoth moving our way, emerging from the fog like a great ship easing into port. Easily eighteen or twenty feet tall, it was skeletally thin, its features indistinct in the ashen gloom, burned and blackened like the rest, a single great horn emerging from where its eyes should have been, a stone club dragging along the ground behind it.

“Incoming!” I shouted, then leaped as it whipped the club up with unnatural speed and brought it crashing down on the column on which I’d stood. 

The column shattered, and then the floor beneath it. I saw massive cracks spider out beneath me just before I hit the ground, and realized we were going down. All of us. The floor fell in upon itself, disintegrating and then I was amidst tumbling rubble as Sarah, the other charred monsters and I plummeted into the darkness.

 


Chapter 18

 


 

The fall lasted but a moment, and then we crashed down into a gloomy basement, dust and ash exploding up all around us, illuminated by Shard’s glow so that it seemed we were surrounded by whorling clouds of noxious yellow. 

I landed atop a flagstone and clunked my chin on stone, blood flooding my mouth. Something smashed down on my left leg and I cried out but was able to jerk away and rise into a crouch, head swimming. 

“Sarah!”

“Here! I’m pinned. Hurry!”

For a moment I couldn’t tell from where her cry came, the clouds and my own spinning mind making it hard to pinpoint, but then I saw a gleam of metal, saw charred shapes converging on her, and let out a grunt as I swept the air with Shard and sheared the enemy in twain with a blast of golden fire.

Panting for breath I limped over. She was pinned under a chunk of masonry as large as an armchair. My blood ran cold. “Are you -”

“Armor’s holding,” she gasped. “But I can feel it twisting under the weight. Don’t have long. My hammer - maybe you can smash -”

A hand reached down from above, larger than the rock, fingers splayed to grab me, and I whacked Shard up at a finger as if it were a pinata. A less than subtle strike, but I cut the thumb clean off and the hand recoiled.

“Noah! We’re not alone down here!”

I couldn’t tell how far the basement extended in every direction, so dark were the reaches beyond the space of Shard’s glow, but I sensed movement and not just that of the charred creatures. New shapes were manifesting, eyes blinking open to reveal gleaming red orbs.

All of them trained on us.

“A small force?” I wanted to laugh. “This is a small force?”

“Hurry! My leg -”

Fuck, I couldn’t destroy that rock with a hammer. No. I took a deep breath, raised Shard high, and then let out a roar and swung it down with everything I had, unleashing its golden fire just before I connected.

The air was rent by a cataclysmic boom and the rock split in half as a pulse of golden light flared out all around us, causing the score or so of monsters that had crept in close to flinch back, arms going before their eyes. 

Even as Sarah let out a cry of relief and pulled her leg free, I saw that we were faced now with a pack of monstrous wolf creatures, roughly humanoid and covered in great shaggy pelts, their jaws so massive they looked saurian, large bushy tails extending out behind them so that they leaned forward like canine T-rexes.

I reached down and grabbed Sarah by the forearm, and with a grunt helped her rise to her feet. She fetched up her hammer and we went back to back, turning slowly as we watched the wolfmen close as the darkness returned.

“Gotta say,” gasped Sarah, shoulders rising and falling. “You were right. I’m impressed.”

Despite our peril, I felt a surge of elation. I couldn’t help myself. “You ain’t seen nothing yet. Duck.”

And riding that spike of euphoria I spun whipped Shard around my head as if about to throw a lasso, and swung my free arm at the same time, letting rip with a lightning bolt just as I poured golden fire free of the blade.

The effect was devastating. A whip of electricity lashed across the ranks of the wolfmen a half second before golden fire cut them in twain. Their howls and screams were cut short by the lethality of my attack, which I ended by pointing both my blade and palm straight up to direct the last of my magic up at the giant that was reaching down again, tearing its great palm apart, shivering its arm into splinters and then blasting its head into smoking pieces.

And like that my power ran out, Shard dying down to a fitful glow, the levenbolt fading away altogether, and I felt beat like I’d just gone two hours with a punching bag full tilt, like I’d tried to sprint a marathon. My throat was raw from screaming, my lungs heaved as if I were drowning, my legs and arms jellied and burning from an excess of lactic acid.

I nearly keeled over, but feeling Sarah’s gaze upon me forced myself to straighten up instead and flash her a grin.

“Holy shit,” she said.

But as devastating as my attack had been, it hadn’t been enough. The remaining wolfmen howled in terror and determination and bounded toward us, greatly reduced in number but spurred to greater attacks of desperation by it. 

I raised Shard, feeling perilously weak, but there wasn’t time to recover. My magic was completely used up, so it was just me and the edge of my blade now. 

And fuck if I still didn’t really know how to sword fight. A wolfman the size of a wardrobe leaped at me and I hurled myself aside, tucking my shoulder into a judo roll and came up swinging, lashing out at the shadows.

Instinct took over. The basic desire to survive. I don’t know what I struck at. Why I turned when I did, how I sensed what needed parrying. I simply stopped thinking and acted, allowed my body to do what it needed to keep me alive, and a moment later I sank Shard to the hilt into the last wolfman’s chest a moment before Sarah let out a cry and swung from the hips, pulverizing its head and knocking it clean off my blade. 

We stood there, panting for breath, turning in slow circles, seeking the next enemy, but everyone was dead. By slow degrees I stood up straight, the pain of countless scrapes, cuts, and abrasions flooding my mind, but I pushed that aside and laughed. 

“Now that’s what I’m talking about!”

Sarah shoved up her visor and grinned at me, her face covered in a sheen of sweat, her nostrils flared, her grin a true one, devoid of all snark or amusement. The way she looked at me made me feel truly alive, and on impulse I grabbed her by the rim of her breastplate and pulled her in, turning my head to avoid her upraised visor and kissed her full on the lips.

She froze, eyes opening wide, and then kissed me back, lips strong against my own. 

I grinned and stepped away. “Pleasure working with you, Sarah.”

She laughed. “Oh, you’ve no idea. But for now, we need to get out of here.”

“Agreed.” Heart pounding, exhausted, elated, cock rigid, wanting to take her there and then despite the madness of such an act, I raised Shard and willed a little more energy into the blade. It glowed fitfully, but not enough to banish the shadows that shrouded the room. A column had collapsed into the basement without breaking apart, forming a natural ramp back upstairs. 

Warily I climbed up its length, ready for an assault, but none came. A moment later I sprang up to the ground floor of the temple and turned to take hold of Sarah’s hand, helping her haul herself out of the gloom. 

The dust had settled, the fog dissipated, and I saw the Tower Guard but a dozen yards away, looking freaked out and having formed a protective circle.

“Company B!” Sarah’s shout caused an obvious wave of relief to pass through them, and they hurried over, ducking and leaping over debris. “Report!”

A lieutenant with a golden wing on his shoulder saluted. “Nothing to report, commander. You disappeared in a sudden fog. We couldn’t find you or our way out. It just faded a moment ago.”

“Hexenmagic,” said Sarah. “And we didn’t get the mage.”

Lizbeth’s voice rang out from across the great room. “Sarah!”

“Here!” Sarah nodded in the direction of her voice. “Come on.”

We made our way through the wreckage without further incident and met up with Lizbeth. Her men carried a couple of corpses over their shoulders.

“Black Blade?” I asked.

“Yes. We found him and Gherog below in a sinkhole. No sign of the enemy.” She paused, appraising our condition. “You on the other hand…”

I sank into a crouch, resting my hands on Shard’s pommel, feeling utterly expended. “Yeah, we ran into something.”

“There’s a magus here, Lizbeth.” Sarah propped her flail on her shoulder. How tough was she that she could fight in that armor and not need to collapse after what we’d just been through? “We fought off a variety of Lilith’s monsters but didn’t get to kill the magus itself. It’s messing with the savior, however. Pulling bad memories from his past.”

“Then we should leave,” said Lizbeth. “We’re not equipped to fight such magic. If Blindness deems it important he can return here himself to finish the job.” Then, to my surprise, she looked at me. “Agreed?”

“Sure.” I sucked in my breath and stood. “I’m out of juice. Wouldn’t be much help in a fight.”

“Juice?” Lizbeth looked genuinely confused. “You… you drank all your juice?”

“Sorry, no. An expression from back home. It means I’m all tapped out.”

Again, a blank stare.

“I’ve used up all my resources.”

“Out of fruit juice. Fair enough.” She shrugged. “Let’s execute an orderly retreat. Unless you need help with your injuries?”

And as if summoned into being by her words, I winced at the fresh pain from the numerous slices, gashes, and scrapes that I’d suffered. “Nothing that can’t wait till we get back.”

“Very well. Form up, company. The deceased are to be carried in the center. Sarah?”

“Let’s go,” said Sarah.

We marched forth. I felt a prickling on the nape of my neck as we left, and turned several times, sure we were being watched. I exhaled deeply when we stepped back out onto the broad steps and descended to the street. At the very end I turned one last time and thought I saw a shadowed figure standing just within the doorway, watching us go. Before I could raise the alarm, however, it faded back into the gloom and was gone.

“Creepy ass place,” I muttered.

Lizbeth set a quick pace, and Sarah joined me at the back of the company.

“I have to admit, I didn’t expect that kind of display,” she said.

“No?” Post-combat adrenaline crash had me all jittery and weak. “You underestimate me at your peril.”

“I won’t make the mistake twice,” she said, and from the wry tone I could tell she was smiling behind her closed visor. “Thank you, by the way.”

“What for?”

“Shattering that rock. I’d have lost my leg at the very least if you’d not acted when you did, maybe my life.”

“I’m not the kind to leave a beautiful woman in distress.” Holy shit. I stared straight ahead. Had I just said that out loud?

A soft chuckle sounded from within her helm. “If I find myself in distress later tonight then I’ll know where to go for relief.”

And like that, I was painfully self-aware and tongue-tied. “Great. I’ll, uh, be happy to help out.”

“We’ll see.” And to my enormous relief, she picked up her pace, moving up the side of the company to join her fellow knight.

We marched back to the central square without further adventure and arrived just past midday. Between the events of the morning, the raid, and the booze I realized I was both ravenous and exhausted, so I scored a bowl of meat broth, a cup of carefully poured water, and retreated to a doorway where I sat and ate.

The stew was passable, the water delicious, though I could have drunk three times as much. When I was done I set my bowl aside, crossed my arms and leaned against the doorway. I watched people go about their business, most of them with a purpose, some messengers running, bands of soldiers marching back in as the early afternoon deadline approached, carrying stolen finery and goods. Men were piling up beams of wood into what would no doubt be great bonfires. Barrels were being rolled into place. The injured were slowly evacuated to the main camp outside the city. A few arguments broke out, pushes and shoves prevented from turning to blows by the presence of cooler heads. 

My eyelids grew heavy. My chin began to dip toward my chest. I shifted my weight. Be smart to find a proper place to lie down. But the watery sunlight felt good against my face, and every bone in my body yearned to just sink down through my flesh into the ground. The thought of trying to stand was impossible.

A hand on my shoulder woke me, and I startled then hissed in pain as my many lacerations told me they hadn’t gone away. 

Imogen was crouched before me, a shadow in the growing dusk. “There you are. Noah. Don’t just disappear on us like that. If it weren’t for geomancy, I’d have begun ordering Victor to send out search parties.”

“Sorry,” I said, sitting up with a grimace. “Just… kind of fell asleep. Didn’t plan on it. How are you?”

She sat back on her heels. “Not good. Blindness agrees with Alexander. I’m definitely cursed with some kind of magical parasite. They both agreed that it feeds on Source magic, so I’ve decided to try and get rid of it using my Hexen powers.”

“You think that’s smart? It’s a Hexen curse, isn’t it? What did Blindness say?”

She made a face. “You think I told him I’ve learned some of Lilith’s own magic? He might have guessed, but I won’t admit it unless pressed.”

“Fine, fine.” I rubbed at my eyes. “You’re not going to try this by yourself, are you?”

“No.” She crossed her arms over her knees. “Something tells me Inixia might be more open to helping me with this than the others. She’s from a world that fell early to Lilith, but which maintained a resistance for decades before being forced to flee to the Source spheres. She’s seen more than we can guess, and something like this probably won’t phase her.”

“I’m sure Blindness has seen plenty.”

“Sure. But he’s the embodiment of Chokmah’s old guard. He was a warden, used to operate those flying plinths, the ones we’ve seen scattered across Ghogiel? Even if he’s seen a lot, I doubt he’d be accepting of this approach.”

“Well, don’t do anything without telling me first, all right?”

“Fine,” said Imogen. “I’m going to spend tonight meditating though so I can attempt the healing within the next couple of days. I don’t want to go far from here without being able to cast magic, and I really want to start working on that questing spell to find Valeria and Emma. Every day we wait is a day we might lose them to Lilith.”

“Well, I can agree with that. But if it goes wrong?”

Imogen gave a lithe shrug. “Then I pay the consequences.”

“This isn’t funny.”

“You’ll notice that I’m not laughing. But what else can I do, Noah? I won’t let this parasite grow stronger. I won’t risk my mind. I’m going to sound out Alexander. He might be of help with his Green Path, though I’m sure he’ll be horrified to learn what I can do.”

“I want to be there,” I said. “Promise me you’ll not undertake this without my being by your side.”

She adjusted her glasses. “You’re so sweet.”

An echo from the past. Rosanna giving me a bemused smile in the intimate gloom of her cabin. 

“I’m not sweet, I’m fucking worried about your turning into a Lilith-vegetable. So call me, all right? Maybe my Source connection will help, or having Shard close by, or something.”

Imogen considered me for a beat and then gave a sober nod. “All right. Thank you.”

“Don’t thank me. This should go without saying.”

“All the more reason to thank you, Noah Kilmartin. It’s been a long time since I’ve had a friend who was willing to watch out for me in such a manner.”

And that gave me pause. I’d always thought of Imogen as cool and collected, self-sufficient and mocking of the world. To hear her express this need, this pain - it surprised me. “Hey. You know I’ve got your back.” I reached out and took her gloved hand. “I’m - uh -pretty awful at saying this kind of stuff without sounding like an idiot, but I really care for you, Imogen. Like, I’ve thought several times that if I were to have met you back home, you know, if none of this magical universe saving quest stuff had ever happened, I’m sure I’d have had a crazy crush on you, you know?”

She cocked her head to one side. “Even with Emma in the picture?”

I flushed. “OK, well, it probably would have been complicated, but yeah. You’re…” I gave an uncomfortable shrug. “You’re cool, you know? I feel comfortable with you.”

She placed her hand on the ground between my legs so she could lean in, bringing her face close to mine. “Hopefully not too comfortable.”

I grinned. “Oh no. That whole French maid’s outfit will ensure I’m never completely relaxed around you.”

She frowned and sat back. “This is not a French maid’s outfit, whatever that is. It’s a symbolic representation -”

“Of the duality of tzimtzum and whatever, yes. I know. You’ve told me. But let me tell you, back home? A girl might put on just such an outfit to drive a guy crazy in the privacy of their own home.”

“Oh really?” She smirked. “You’d have been driven wild at my magic academy back home then.”

“No kidding. Especially if - wait. Did the guys wear French maid outfits too?”

She laughed. “A variation of it, sure. It’s our uniform. I told you so.”

I envisioned a school full of French maids and dudes. “What a universe.”

“Regardless.” Imogen pressed her cheek against mine, the rim of her glasses cold against my temple, her hand moving to massage my crotch. “As soon as I’m healed, I aim to return to fortifying our bond. I want it rock solid to ensure you never lose track of me again.” And then she took my earlobe between her teeth, warm, moist breath sending a current of electricity through my whole being.

I reached for her but she pulled back, eyes gleaming mischievously. “But not yet. I need to purify my prana energy. Fucking you will only inject my reservoir with Svadhisthana influence.”

“Svad… what?”

She cupped my cheek, her smile ever so slightly condescending. “It’s amazing how much you have to learn. I’m going to set about teaching you once we leave Illington. Suffice to say that sex would empower me in the wrong way. So for now, just think of me and what I’m going to do with you once I’m cured, mmm?”

I groaned and leaned my head back. “You’re evil.”

She traced the outline of my cock against the straining fabric of my pants again. “I am a practitioner of Hexenmagic. Remember Valeria’s warnings?”

I grasped her wrist. “You keep that up I’ll inject bucketloads of Svadabana influence into your reservoir.”

She let out a surprised laugh and then covered her mouth as if taken aback by her own mirth. “That’s the first time someone’s tried to talk dirty to me in that way.”

I grinned. “How did I do?”

She patted my head. “Wonderfully, Noah. I can assure you I’m drenched. You’re a very, very smooth talker.”

“Hey!”

She stood up smoothly. “Now come on. We need to get those wounds tended to. I’ve already heard Sarah’s report. You did very well, but there’s no sense in letting you die of infection.”

“Oh. Yeah.” I stood up with a groan. “Infections. I guess those burnt guys didn’t wash their hands before attacking me.”

“I don’t think so.”

“To the infirmary tent?”

“Hardly.” She gazed up at me with a pitying smile. “You’re the savior of the universe, Noah. Blindness himself will tend to your wounds.”

“Oh. Great!” I pushed my shoulders back carefully. Who’d have thought sleeping in a doorway would leave me stiff and aching. I fell in step with her. “So there are some perks after all.”

She arched an eyebrow at me. “My company isn’t enough of a perk?”

“Not when you’re in evil mode and just giving me blue balls.”

“The savior must suffer for the people,” she said with a sniff. “It is your destiny.”

“That and suffer Brielle.” I rubbed at my brow. “Seriously, Imogen, things between her and me are going to shit.”

“That bad?”

“Yeah. It’s like no matter what I do she just gets more upset at me. And now she treats me like an ex-boyfriend who’s too dumb to pick up on her cues and leave her alone.”

We navigated the crowd. The bonfires I’d seen being built before were now being lit, disparate knots of the crowd cheering as the flames crackled up the hoary beams of wood. 

“We’re going to have to address that,” said Imogen. “What Blindness said is true: it’s possible to sever your bond if you don’t nurture it.”

“But I’ve tried talking to her, and whenever I make a good point she just turns away and gets more insulted.”

Imogen shrugged one puffed shoulder. “You’re fixated on winning battles and losing the war.”

Frustration mounted within me. “No! I tried to take the big picture view with her last time, and it only made things worse.”

Imogen stopped and turned to face me. “Brielle is undoubtedly complicated. She’s royalty, for one. Who knows how hard it is for her to deal with commoners like us. But beyond that… recall the symbols Shalarra pulled for her back in Bastion?”

The image returned to me: a woman, blindfolded and bound, surrounded on all sides by a thicket of swords plunged point first into the earth around her. She stood in a barren waste, a town on a mountainside far away in the background. 

“The Eight of Swords,” I said.

“Yes. It says she feels trapped. Imprisoned by her own thoughts and perspectives - but refusing to remove her own blindfold. She’s hindered by her self-imposed limitations. She feels powerless, a victim. Your arguing rationally with her won’t help her overcome this dilemma.”

“Then what will?”

Imogen shrugged. “That’s the question. The key lies in her past. Some trauma. Something that’s left her victim to her own demons. You have to think back to what caused her to hate you so. You said you were getting along well until you were captured?”

“Yes.” I rubbed at the back of my head. “We were getting… intimate. She was teasing me, asking if I’d ever thought I’d be getting off with royalty. So when it was my turn, to, ah -”

“Noah, please.” Imogen raised an eyebrow. “I’m not a prude, nor do I harbor unrealistic ambitions as to your fidelity. You were pleasing her.”

“Yes.” I coughed into my fist. “So I asked her if she’d ever been finger-fucked by a commoner. And it was like I flicked a switch. She went from being all into it to wanting me to get the hell away.” Resentment and a sense of injustice filled me. “I mean, how does she get to talk dirty in that way, but the second I do the same it’s game over?”

Imogen sighed. “Again, you appeal to rationality. Such matters are anything but. Perhaps she was aroused by flirting with a past trauma. Perhaps she was working her way through something that hurt her in the past. But your words may have struck too close to home. Or perhaps made her aware of what she was playing with. But therein lies your clue. Something there triggered her past, and now she can’t rise above it. See beyond that trauma.”

“Especially since I then went and fucked Rosanna and got ourselves captured.”

Imogen reached up and cupped my cheek. “That didn’t help, Noah. You need to be more careful.”

I placed my hand over her own. “You think I shouldn’t, ah, sleep around? At all?”

Imogen’s smile was kind, sympathetic. Something a big sister might give me. “Do I encourage it? Not at all. You should focus your energies on strengthening your bond with your companions. But you also swore no vow of celibacy. I can only speak for myself, and I don’t mind if you enjoy yourself. I’m secure in our relationship. But I cannot speak for the others. If you find yourself inclined to sleep around, as you put, try to exercise a little judicious thinking before dropping your pants.”

“Yeah. All right.” I felt relieved and embarrassed both. Um, I thought. I think Sarah’s into me. So easy to say. Yet as I gazed down at Imogen’s face, I couldn’t make myself say the words. To ask permission or absolution. “I’ve got a really crazy question.”

“Yes?”

“You know how I haven’t consummated my bond with Neveah?”

This got a raised eyebrow. “Yes?”

“Could I bring in a sixth companion? Use that, ah, open bond slot to expand our group?”

“I… I don’t know,” said Imogen. “They wouldn’t have passed the five trials with us. But then again, you never truly bonded… so perhaps it’s possible.” She gave me a sharp look. “Do you have someone in mind?”

“No,” I said, immediately regretting the lie.

“Because one thing I would demand is that you receive everybody’s blessing before formalizing such an attempt.”

“Of course!” I suddenly regretted even bringing the matter up. “Goes without saying! I was just, ah, curious, you know? I would never, ever disrespect you guys like that. I swear it.” And I realized that I one hundred percent meant my words. I reached out and took Imogen’s hand. “I promise you that from the bottom of my heart, Imogen. Nothing is as important to me as you five.”

“Relax, Noah.” Imogen pulled her hand free and patted my cheek. “I believe you. And would expect nothing less. But in the meantime, you’re a grown man.” She turned back toward the infirmary. “If you wish to blow off some steam, be cautious, but go ahead. You have my blessing, at any rate. But it might be wise to not let Brielle know of any adventures you have until you’ve patched things over with her.”

“Yeah, that sounds like a recipe for disaster right there.”

“Then keep it in your pants, savior.” I thought I saw her wink at me, but couldn’t be sure; the lenses of her glasses flared just then in the light of a bonfire. “But for now, let’s get you healed up and infection free. Come.”

I walked beside Imogen, thoughts spinning in my mind. I wasn’t interested in a random hook-up with Sarah. Not after the lesson I’d learned with Rosanna. But it felt like there was potential there for something more - plus she’d be a formidable addition to our team, wouldn’t she? But was that what I really wanted? How well did I even know her? Was it worth at least exploring a little further? Sure. There couldn’t be any harm in getting to know her better. And if things continued to go well, if our chemistry grew, then who knew? Maybe down the road someday the others would all get to meet her and approve of her, and she could join our group, making us all the stronger…

Head churning with half-formed thoughts, I followed Imogen into the infirmary which proved to be empty. Imogen wove her way between empty cots toward the central space where Blindness stood alone, masked head bowed, rose leaves softly undulating as if in a gentle afternoon wind. 

“Where’d everybody go?” I asked, scanning the empty expanse that had only hours before been populated by the wounded and dying.

“Orders from Victor,” said Imogen. “Everybody was evacuated to the outside camp to be loaded up on wagons in readiness for tomorrow’s outing.”

“Even the dying?” My gaze skittered off blood-soaked sheets piled up at the base of a cot here, or a puddle of blood spattered across the cobbles there. “That can’t have been good for them.”

Imogen shrugged. “Victor’s orders. He’s serious about leaving come dawn. No excuses.” 

We passed the last of the cots and stopped before Blindness. He was muttering in two voices, words overlapping in a disorienting manner. One hand flexed like a spider over a floating diagram of vague green lines that floated in the air like a hologram, while the other wove a constant and intricate pattern that seemed unrelated to the first.

Blindness raised his head, pale green glowing eyes focusing on us, and though he didn’t stop his multiple incantations, he somehow spoke with a third voice. “Savior. Imogen. You have come for healing?”

“You… you seem busy,” I said. “It’s nothing. Just some scrapes and cuts. I can come back later -”

“I am occupied but not overly so. I have sufficient overflow focus to work on you. Come closer.”

And all the while he wove his pattern with his left hand and manipulated his floating green diagram. It was eerie. How was that even possible?

I stepped up and stood straight. He considered me, slowly examining my wounds, and then spoke a third spell, the syllables melding and weaving with the first two, distinct yet unrecognizable to my ear. A plume of scintillating gold dust blew forth a gem embedded in his chest to wrap around me, rising up from my feet to my brow in a slow susurrus, and where it touched my flesh I was healed, a cool, sweet sensation flowing into the aches and easing their pain, causing my cuts to heal over and my head to clear of its lingering pain.

“There.” Blindness half turned away. “You are healed. Take better care of yourself, savior. You are irreplaceable.”

“I will, thank you.” On impulse, I sketched a half bow and stepped back as if retreating from a sovereign. Imogen joined me as I walked away, and when I thought us out of earshot I leaned in close. “How the heck is he doing that much magic at once?”

Imogen looked suitably impressed as well. “He must be in the fourth or higher circle of Focused Mind. It’s a very rare magical path but ultimately allows for a practitioner to split their thought process into several simultaneous tracks. He’s literally tripling his ability to process and think on different subjects. Given his healing abilities, scrying, and who knows what else, Blindness has to be one of the most powerful mages still alive in the spheres.”

“Damn,” I said. “And he was one of many working those floating plinths?”

Imogen nodded. “That’s what I’ve been told.”

“And even they weren’t enough to stop Lilith.” I gave a shaky laugh and raked my fingers through my hair. “Imogen, what chance do we have?”

She gave me one of her one-shoulder shrugs and flipped a braid behind her back. “Only the Source knows. Every savior before you has failed. There are no guarantees. All we can do is our best.”

“Yeah.” I pinched the bridge of my nose and gazed out over the square. The bonfires were burning high, flames flickering and dancing in the night, casting leaping shadows everywhere we looked. Men and women stood in knots, some holding what had to be liquor, a few others chewing on leftover food. A small group had produced an assortment of instruments and were sawing away at what looked like a combination of fiddle, washboard, standing bass and trumpet. The sound they made was infectious if rough, and more than a few people were dancing in the space before them.

“Not as big a crowd as I’d expected,” I said. “Where is everyone?”

Imogen considered the soldiers. “Perhaps resting. Dawn isn’t that far away. Maybe they’ve learned wisdom and know the value of sleep. Speaking of which, I’m going to go meditate. You?”

“I’m feeling all refreshed by Blindness’ healing. I’ll walk around some. See what I find.” 

“All right. I’ll see you soon then.” She rose to her tiptoes and planted a kiss on my cheek. “Take care. Remember what Blindness said.”

“Yeah yeah,” I said with a grin. “I’m pretty darn special. Got it.”

She snorted. “Something like that. Night.” And turned to walk away, a svelte, lithe figure in her black and white outfit, lenses catching the firelight as she turned to wend her way through the square toward a convoy that looked like it was gearing up to return to the outside camp.

I tried to stick my hands in my pockets but couldn’t find them. After a moment’s fumbling, I remembered: no pockets. So instead I linked my hands behind my back and started to drift forward, taking in the faces of those around me. They were ruddy with liquor in the firelight, voices raised in celebration and excitement. Some recognized me and called out a greeting, others looked right past me. I raised my hand to give a wave whenever spotted but otherwise was content to just wander.

I stopped before a large bonfire. Huge beams were furred with white over the blackened lengths, the planks deeper within glowing a cherry red. The heat was welcome, coming off in palpable waves and pushing back the icy chill. I hugged myself and stared into the fire’s depths, not thinking, not seeing anything much. 

Then someone stepped alongside me and I glanced aside to see Sarah. She’d shed her plate armor and now wore a fresh surcoat over a black chain shirt that fell to her thighs; traveling knee-high boots completed the look, and instead of her hammer she had a longsword buckled at her hip. Her black hair was unbraided and hung loosely about her face, sweeping down past her shoulders to mid back. The fire danced in her blue eyes, brought out the shadows beneath her high cheekbones, her generous lips. She didn’t look at me, but all my half-formed thoughts and doubts came rushing back. 

Could something bloom between us? Was there a reason to hope for something… more?

I turned back to the fire. The air between us was charged. That slight smile was curving the corner of her lips again. As if she were in on a private joke. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“Hmm?” She still didn’t look at me but raised a dark eyebrow instead.

“You seem to always find something funny. Like you’re in on a joke nobody else gets. What is it?”

She frowned, blinked, then finally did look sidelong at me. “Joke?”

I shrugged, and now it was my turn to turn away and gaze into the fire. “Like something about the world and everybody in it amuses you. I was just curious, given how grim and awful Ghogiel is.”

She didn’t answer, not at once. The fire crackled and leaped before us. The music sawed and spiraled up into the night. Somewhere glass broke and voices were immediately raised in shouts.

“I guess I am amused,” she said, speaking slowly as if admitting something she’d not thought of before. “But it’s hard to explain.”

“I amuse you?”

“You, everyone, myself included.” Her voice grew quiet, pensive. It had a husky edge to it that drove me wild just listening to her. “All of us, striving upon our little stage. Desperately trying to make a difference. Fighting. Agonizing. Celebrating. Deliberating. Planning. Hoping. Taking everything so seriously, ourselves so seriously. But what does the Source truly care for our efforts? Or Lilith, even? We’re each so wrapped up in our struggles, convinced that our goals and obsessions and woes and joys are the most important there are in the whole universe. Unable to think otherwise. Trying so hard, yet who will remember us a hundred years from now? A thousand? The suns are said to burn for eternity. What do they care?”

I frowned. “I’d say stopping Lilith is pretty damn important. It could affect every Sphere. Stop Lilith from destroying everything.”

Sarah shrugged. “It was said - not openly, and never where our elders could hear - that this isn’t the first war that Lilith has waged. That it wouldn’t be the first time she defeated the source’s saviors and conquered the universe. That there have been many such times in the past, ages of darkness and pain. But in the end, they gave way to new heroes, new saviors, and her dominance came to an end. For a time. Until she mustered her strength once more and stretched forth her hand, casting all into shadow. To win, again, and eventually lose. From a sufficiently ancient point of view, her conquests must seem like the ebb and flow of the tide.”

Her words hit me like a fist. “Really? She’s won before?”

Sarah moved her head from side to side, flames dancing across her eyes. “So it was whispered amongst the acolytes of the Sacred Guard. And if it’s so, even your victory or defeat means little in the truly great scope of the universe. The Source was not destroyed, just subjugated for a while. And if that’s true, how can anyone place much weight on our own affairs? Whether we leave tomorrow at dusk or not, whether we conquer Peruthros, gain the Black Tower, and you push on to the next sphere?”

I didn’t know what to say. 

“So I gaze at us, at myself, even, and feel a benign sense of… amusement. I don’t spare myself. In that basement earlier today, I fought as hard as I could, as if my life were infinitely precious. But after? I can’t help but laugh at my own earnestness.”

I passed my hand over my face. “Shit. Where I come from, there’s a theory called the Big Bang. It says that the whole universe began from a single point, exploding outward and that eventually that expansion will reverse and the universe will collapse into a point again. Some scientists used to think another Big Bang will follow after that. Just… just like you say Lilith has conquered and been vanquished, over and over again.”

“The scope beggars the mind,” whispered Sarah. “How can anyone care about anything against such an illimitable backdrop? From the right perspective, nothing can truly matter.”

“But… you can’t really think that. You’re Sacred Guard. You fight for the source. You’ve vowed to defeat Lilith. None of that makes sense if you don’t care.”

“Oh, I do care. And therein lies the source of my amusement and self-mockery.” She smiled at me, a smile that revealed for the first time vulnerability and bitterness. “I’m a slave to my own flesh. Its desire to survive. Its needs. Its urgencies.”

And like that my throat constricted. There was no mistaking what she meant. Her gaze lingered on mine, chin slightly lowered, dark hair falling forward to curtain both sides of her face. Her smile took on a hint of the predator, and I became painfully aware of her curves visible now beneath her fine chain. The swell of her breast, her hips, her slender waist. 

I turned to face her fully. “And what does your body need right now?”

That vulnerable expression was replaced once more by her sardonic smile. “Oh, I think you know quite well, savior.”

The time for words was over. Plus, I couldn’t think of anything else to say. So I reached out and took her hand, intertwined my fingers with hers, and pulled her after me, leaving the fire.

And she followed.

Heart racing, feeling light-headed, I wove a path through the sparse crowd, heading toward the edge of the square. The edge where the firelight failed to illuminate the many doorways and alleys. The edge where none stood. 

My face tingled from the remnants of the fire’s warmth, the cold brushing against me and making me shiver, though whether in anticipation or chill I couldn’t be sure. 

I didn’t look back to Sarah. Couldn’t make myself do so. Despite everything, despite all my recent experiences, it still felt surreal to be with a mature woman like her, and know that she wanted me. That she felt the same base desire that was burning in my core. That she looked at me and saw more than the boy from Ruddock who had spent years pining for Emma. That she looked upon me and saw a man she wanted to fuck.

I pulled her into a dark alley, and my nervousness gave way to aggression. I took hold of both her arms and thrust her against the wall. She laughed in surprise, reached up to curl a strand of black hair behind her ear, but I tipped her chin up and kissed her, pressing myself against her body, her chain molding itself to her curves.

We kissed with sudden urgency, and then I broke away to kiss her neck, then lick a trail to her ear and there bite her lobe. I buried my hand in her raven locks, marveling at their flowing fullness, then clenched my hand into a fist, pulling her head back roughly so I could kiss down the length of her throat to the collar of her chain shirt, just below the hollow of her neck.

Her hands were in my hair, her body moving in subtle undulations as if seeking to meet with mine. I felt the tremble of her pulse in the side of her neck, then kissed her savagely once more. She smiled against my lips, as if recognizing this desire, understanding it as if my very roughness confirmed some truth about the universe. 

As if it amused her.

I grabbed the hem of her chain shirt with both hands and lifted it above her waist, then slid a hand between her full thighs to rub my palm along her mound, her pants soft as wool and making it easy to feel her cleft, her labia, to cup her and squeeze and make her gasp in pleasure.

“I wondered if this would happen,” she whispered as I rubbed my palm from side to side, luxuriating in the sensation of her mons, her lips. “Wondered if you’d be man enough to take me.”

Her pants were held up by a drawstring, and I fumbled at the knotted bow that held them up, till the cords slid apart and her pants loosened, sinking down over her hips. I slid my hand inside, felt the cool smoothness of her thigh, and then the fabric of her undergarments. Smooth like cotton. I traced her slit with a finger, pressing the fabric into her pussy, and Sarah pushed her head back and moaned, fingers digging into my hair.

My roughness hadn’t scared her. Hadn’t fazed her in the least. She seemed to not only expect it but to want it. Some instinct told me this was how she liked to be fucked. No poetry and gentle kisses. But a rough hand. A dominating need. The welter of emotions I’d felt over the course of the day rose up within me, churning like a geyser, and the horror I’d felt at botching that execution, the remorse and guilt I’d been wrestling with since Ella’s death, my frustration with Brielle, my doubt and uncertainty over deciding to leave the water - it all melded into an overriding desire, a need to fuck Sarah so hard she’d never doubt my ability to take her again.

I took her by the throat with one hand, pressing her chin up with my thumb, squeezing just enough to hold her in place as I slipped my hand inside her panties and felt her pussy. She was clean shaven but for a landing strip of hair, and I heard her chuckle as I rubbed the ball of my thumb over the base of her clit, sank my forefinger inside her, pressing it into her smooth, tight wetness.

“If I wanted to be finger fucked,” she said, voice perfectly at ease despite my grip on her throat, “I’d have stayed in my tent tonight.”

In response, I yanked her pants down so that they sank around her ankles, pulled my own down and felt the cold bite of the air on my cock as it sprang free. 

“Here,” she said and lifted a foot clear of her pants so that her knee rose up. I hooked my arm under it, and then her cool, smooth palm closed around my shaft, confident, unhurried, and guided my head to her slit.

Holy fuck if it didn’t feel insane, her hot wetness contrasting with the icy chill of the night. I raised her knee higher, opening her, and then paused, my cock head nestled between her lips, wanting her to suffer, to want it, to beg.

Instead, she met my eyes, twisting her chin a little in my grip in order to do so, and smiled mockingly. “Don’t know what to do next?”

But before I could answer a scream pierced the air followed immediately by jeers and laughter. A real scream, not a cry of faux rage over a spilled drink. Someone in pain. 

Someone in terror of their life.

 


Chapter 19

 


 

I froze a millisecond from slamming myself into Sarah, and together we turned to stare toward the bonfires. I could just make out enough from the mouth of the alley to see a crowd escorting a half dozen individuals toward the center.

I dropped my hand from Sarah’s throat. “What the fuck?”

“I don’t know,” she said, flexing her leg so that I dropped it, then reaching down to scoop up her pants and quickly tie off the drawstring. “Not good. Come on.”

I tucked my straining cock away, trying to banish the fugue of desire and rough-handed need into which I’d sunk, and followed after Sarah as she shook out her chain and smoothed out her surcoat, sweeping her hair back behind her shoulders and marching back into the firelight.

A crowd of about a hundred had gathered in a circle around five men and women who had been forced down to their knees before a large, bald man who wielded of all things a heavy cartwheel.

Not understanding what was going on, I slowed, Sarah doing the same, and we both stopped at the edge of the crowd. The bald man’s pate was gleaming with sweat, and he wore a leather apron over his rough leather armor.

“Here we have ‘em, ladies and gentlemen, some Lilith-worshipping pieces of shit caught fresh this morning.”

Jeers and whoops.

“They killed your friends. Your brothers, your sisters. They worship at Lilith’s fucking altar, suck at her fucking teat, and if freed they’d cut your throat without thinking twice. Each and every one of ‘em.”

The crowd burst into shouts of rage, and all around me people pumped their fists into the air. I stared at the five manacled figures. They had already been badly used; split lips, swelling eyes, blood trickling from ears, listing over as if the very act of kneeling hurt them.

“Where’s Victor?” I hissed at Sarah. All she could offer was a shrug.

“These bastards are the reason ash is raining from the sky,” bellowed the bald man. “They’re the reason our fields are dead. Our wives are dead. Our children are dead. Our homes are in ruins. Our lives are ruined. They turned on us, joined the enemy, and preyed on the weak! Who knows what kind of depraved shit they’ve done in their time. Who they’ve killed. Who they’ve raped. Cooked and eaten. Animals!”

Again the crowd erupted into shouts. I saw in my mind’s eye the corpses staked at the entrance of town and felt my blood run cold. The heavy sexual desire I’d felt but moments ago was replaced by fury. 

“We’ve got to stop this.”

“Careful.” Sarah dropped her hand to the pommel of her blade. “He’s got their blood up.”

“Bring out the first one!” The bald man pointed at a scrawny man covered in cheap-looking tattoos, his beard matted with blood. Four large men seized him, dragged him forward, and then threw him down onto his back.

“I don’t care,” I hissed. “I can’t let this happen.”

Sarah clamped her hand on my wrist. “You step into that circle and tell them to stop you’ll become the center of their attention. Most of them are drunk. They’re not going to care who you are, Noah. It’s too dangerous. Unless you mean to kill them all?”

The bald man swaggered up alongside the bearded Lilith worshipper and raised the huge cartwheel high with both arms. The crowd let out a rising cry of expectation, and I watched, horrified, as the bald man dropped the wheel on the bearded man’s shinbone, causing it to buckle with a nauseating snap.

I shoved my way through the crowd, elbowing people aside roughly, and stepped out into the firelight as the bearded man let out a scream like a wounded animal.

“Enough! What the fuck do you think you’re doing?”

A hush spread across the crowd. Whispers sprang up behind me, and I heard ‘savior’ said over and over again. The bald man hefted the cartwheel and turned to stare at me. His face was large and circular like a wheel of cheese, and beneath the flab that covered his sloping shoulders and wide chest, I sensed a wealth of hard muscle. 

“We’re giving these Lilith fuckers what they deserve,” he said loudly. “What the fuck does it look like?”

“Looks like torture to me,” I said, trying to match his deep, resonant pitch. To make my voice carry, to be as authoritative. “And the soldiers of the source don’t torture.”

“Oh yeah?” The bald man seemed momentarily at a loss for words. “Well, I say it ain’t torture if they’ve consigned their souls to the Lady of Pain. It’s fucking justice.”

“You’re wrong.” I could sense the crowd turning restive around us. Voices raised in dark tones as they complained to each other. Sarah stepped forth and moved to stand by my side, and I felt a wave of relief. “I’m Noah Kilmartin of Bastion, bearer of Shard, the holy blade, and chosen by the source itself as the savior of the universe. I say it’s torture, and I say it ends. Now.”

The bearded man’s screams had dwindled to miserable sobs. The other four men and women were staring at me with desperate hope. The bald man reached up to scratch at his jowls. 

“I don’t give a fuck who you are,” he said, voice matter-of-fact. “Fact is, we got permission to perform this little bit of rough justice, and you ain’t my commanding officer. So get the fuck out of here.”

“Permission?” I couldn’t fathom the word. “What? You saying someone told you to go ahead with this?”

“Course I am. Someone with actual authority in this here holy crusade. So if you don’t mind, mister savior, we’ll get about our business and take care of these Lilith fuckers. Or are you going to kill us to protect ‘em?”

The crowd muttered around us. The hundred had been joined by the rest of the celebrants and was now easily five or six ranks deep and circled us all around. 

“I’m the fucking savior of the universe,” I spat. “What do you mean, I don’t hold authority over you?”

“Just as I said.” The man hefted his massive wheel and turned back to the bearded Lilith worshipper. “Now fuck off. We got work to do.” And he raised the wheel and brought it crashing down on the man’s other shin.

His scream rose in a jagged shriek and he writhed in the grip of the four men who held him pinned. 

I dropped my hand to Shard.

Immediately a different kind of tension flowed across the crowd. Expressions hardened. The bearded man’s sobs rang out across a brittle silence. The bald man wrested the wheel free and turned to glance back at me. 

“You going to draw that?” 

I glanced at Sarah. Gone was her smirk. She was gauging the crowd, then met my eye and gave a very slight shake of her head.

“You bastards,” I said. “If you torture you’re just as bad as they are.”

This was met by a flurry of angry growls and curses. Maybe not the right thing to say. 

“Knew you wouldn’t draw it,” said the bald man, and turned back to his prisoner. He raised the wheel high.

This was the moment. Either I drew Shard and cut him down, or I backed off. The bald guy had a group at least ten strong with him. All armed. I could probably take them with a swipe of gold fire, but I was still depleted from that morning. I wouldn’t manage much more than that. Which meant facing an angry crowd several hundred strong.

For a handful of Lilith worshippers.

Should I kill hundreds of our crusaders for a principle? Risk death myself? Agonized, I stood there, torn and not knowing what to do. 

The bald man brought the wheel down on the bearded guy’s arm. It shattered beneath the iron rim. 

“Come on,” I said, shouldering my way through the circle and being none too gentle about it. “Sarah, let’s find Victor or Blindness and put an end to this madness.”

She followed after, and quite a few of the crowd shouted mocking insults after us. 

“Thank the fucking Source,” she said as she caught up with me. “For a second I thought you were going to try and fight all of them at once.”

“I almost did. And still might. But come on. Blindness was in the infirmary. I’m sure they’ll listen to him.”

Another scream sounded behind me, followed by a ragged cheer, and the music struck up again in a celebratory note. 

I hurried toward the large, ragged tent, but it was immediately obvious Blindness was gone. Nobody stood amidst the cots and pallets. I stopped at the edge of the tent, a crushing sense of disappointment filling me. “Damn. Where’sVictor?”

Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know. Back at the camp outside?”

We’d no mounts. It would take us far too long to get out there and back. 

Fuck!

Another scream, and when I turned I saw the bearded man being hoisted up into the air above the crowd on a tall stake upon whose end was affixed the cartwheel. The man was spread-eagled across this, his broken limbs brutally woven between the spokes. 

“What the fuck…?” I stared, horrified, not comprehending. 

“It’s called breaking him upon the wheel,” said Sarah, voice somber. “He’ll not last long.”

“What the fuck is wrong with everyone? We’re the fucking good guys?”

Sarah gave me a pitying look. “Oh, Noah.”

The stake was carried by a knot of men and then planted with a shout in the heart of one of the bonfires. The flames licked at the underside of the wheel, and the bearded man began to moan, too overcome by pain to scream.

My gorge rose and I nearly puked. I reached out, trying to sense for Imogen and Brielle. They were both far away at the camp outside of town. 

I drew Shard. Without thinking I swiped the blade before me and caused an arc of golden fire to flash through the dark, a searing scythe of righteous fire that cleaved the wheel and the man in two, even from this distance. The pieces fell apart in a spray of splinters and blood and collapsed into the bonfire.

The music stopped. The crowd was silenced. Then, as one, they turned to stare at where I stood.

“You,” said the bald man, stepping forward, a fresh wheel hoisted upon his shoulder. “You fuckin’ mealy-mouthed bastard. Showing Lilith scum mercy? Maybe you’re on their side. Maybe you’re a fuckin’ Lilith worshipper yourself!”

“This isn’t good,” said Sarah. “What the hell did you do that for?”

I wasn’t going to explain myself. 

“There’s a time for idealism,” said Sarah, drawing her blade. “But I didn’t get this far by being a martyr the first chance I got.”

I pointed Shard at the bald man. “You come at me, I’ll cut you down. Gold fire will be the last thing you see.” No need to mention I was all out. That I’d scraped the barrel dry. Despite Blindness’ healing, my soul, or my magical reservoir, or whatever Imogen called it, was completely depleted. I’d nothing left. 

The bald man licked his lower lip and then unshouldered the wheel, letting it drop to the cobbles with a clang. “There’s two hundred of us, you Lilith-worshipping freak. You might get some of us, but we’ll get you up on the wheel in the end. Right boys?”

The crowd let out a rough cheer, though I saw a good number who stayed quiet, their expressions troubled.

“Fine,” I said, my outrage quelling my fear. “The first one who steps forward gets cut in half. Come on. Who wants to die?”

“You’re insane,” said Sarah. “On the count of three, we can turn and make a break for it. They won’t follow.”

“And leave the other four to be tortured to death?” My voice shook with emotion. Anger. No, rage. And if I had to be honest, fear too. “No.”

“The source, damn it!” she hissed. “Will you get your head out of your ass? It is not worth dying for four Lilith worshippers!”

And she had a point. When you put it like that, it seemed a stupid thing to do. But the bearded man’s screams still rang in my ears. The sight of his twisted, shattered arms and legs woven between the spokes still hung before my eyes. I couldn’t turn my back on that. 

Could I?

“All right, everyone.” The bald man reached behind his back and drew a mace. “We take ‘em both all at once. Count o’ three.”

My pulse was roaring in my ears. The flames of the bonfires seemed to be leaping ever higher into the night. Shadows danced between the crowd. I couldn’t catch my breath. I felt light, weightless, yet Shard was a ponderous weight in my hands. 

“You were tasked with killing Lilith,” said Sarah, her voice harsh. “Not dying pointlessly fighting your own men. How does this help the universe? Run, damn you!”

The crowd seemed to sense my indecision. Swords and more clubs were drawn. Daggers appeared in fists. 

“Don’t kill him,” bellowed the bald man. “I want him up on that wheel. Want him to see he ain’t any better than us, the piece of shit.”

More bellows. Men and women shifted their weight and glanced at each other as if checking that they were really about to do this. 

“Time to go,” said Sarah. “Noah?”

“Fuck,” I said, fear battling my rage. If I had a little more magic. If I was a little better with the sword. If I stood any chance against a couple of hundred armed bandits. 

I thought of the bearded man’s horrific screams and felt something tear within me. “Fine. Let’s find Victor.”

“Thank the source!” Sarah didn’t waste any time, but turned and ran back into the darkness. It hurt to do the same - it felt like I was leaving a piece of myself behind - but I did the same, and the hoots and hollers that followed cut deeper than any blade.

The crowd didn’t give chase. We ran away from the firelight, shame and anger warming me, solidifying into a core of resolve, when I saw a large regiment of Victor’s soldiers moving up the avenue toward the square. 

“Thank god,” I said. “Victor might be with them. Come on, let’s -”

We both staggered to a halt, the words dying in my mouth. 

A massive creature loomed in the ranks. An ogre. Shoulders as broad as a barn door, horns rising up like those of a minotaur. 

The wall of armed people approached. I saw goatmen with great cleavers. A great morass of armed men and women. Hunched, feral canine creatures that had to be the wolfmen we’d fought in the basement. 

“Back,” I said. “We’ve got to get back.”

Sarah stumbled to a stop and gaped. “That’s –"

“Come on!” I grabbed her by the wrist and hauled her arm, turning to sprint back toward the square, the bonfires, the next fresh scream of agony as the cartwheel dropped out of view beyond the heads of the crowd turned to watch the torture.

And an idea struck me, insidious and cruel: don’t warn the bastards. Let them get what they deserve.

I brushed that voice aside and cupped a hand to my mouth. “Attack! We’re under attack! To arms!”

What happened next was so chaotic I barely captured it all. The crowd began to turn, derision and anger on their faces at my return which turned almost comically to horror at the sight of the Lilithian army that gave out a harrowing, ululating scream and broke into a charge, pounding and leaping forth into the square.

I turned to prepare for the onslaught, but the chaos wasn’t over Just as the enemy forces began to pour into the square - and not just from that avenue, but from several side streets as well - a rain of lightning bolts, blasts of crimson fire and more fell down upon them from the rooftops and countless doors and windows were thrown open to reveal our army, hundreds upon hundreds of crusaders pouring out of hiding to fall upon the enemy.

All of this in less than a few seconds. The air became supercharged with screams, war cries, bellows, shrills of terror and shrieks of panic. Bedlam ruled, with the foremost wave of the enemy escaping the ambush to race into the square proper and fall upon us. Just beyond them, I saw the deluge of magical spells continue to assault the Lilithian flanks, which collapsed before the onslaught of the ambushing troops.

I yelled in defiance as a handful of tattooed and badly garbed warriors rushed at me, Sarah moving up to stand by my side. I reached for a lightning bolt, strove to find some echo of power deep within my soul, some spark which I could seize and hurl, but there was nothing, nothing at all. 

I willed energy into Shard. It didn’t light up. 

I was spent. All used up. All I had was my sword-fighting skills, and those were shit. Refusing to give in to terror, I continued my yell and charged at the warriors, running forward heedlessly, Shard raised high - only for a bolt of flame to engulf them from the side, so bright it blinded me momentarily and caused my charge to falter.

I blinked away the afterimages and saw Brielle saunter out of the shadows, smoke rising from the tip of her blade. “Hey Noah.”

“Brielle!” I lowered Shard and gazed around. Everywhere the attacking forces were being engulfed in fire, pincered by crusaders, crushed and wiped out. “What… what the hell is going on?”

She cocked her head to one side. “Sorry to surprise you. Victor asked me to keep quiet. Hi Sarah.”

Sarah lowered her blade as well and raised her chin. “Victor planned all this?”

Brielle considered her blade, turning it from side to side so that the serpentine plumes of smoke coiled around it. “Of course. He’s been planning it this morning. You didn’t know either?” She flicked her gaze up and gave a humorless smile. “Strange.”

More and more crusaders were pouring out of the buildings from all around the square. The original celebrants faded away, their numbers sparse in comparison, and then a clarion call sounded and I saw the remaining Lilith forces turning to retreat. I sheathed Shard, confused and angry and wanting to hit something really hard with my blade. “You’d better explain.”

“Oh?” Brielle raised an eyebrow. “Or what?”

“Or what?” I stared at her. “What the hell’s the matter with you? Why didn’t you tell me? Aren’t you supposed to be my companion?”

“Good question, that.” Brielle propped her blade on her shoulder. “Victor’s coming this way. I’ll let him do the talking.”

I squared my shoulders and turned to where Victor was approaching, General Martha by his side. A smile was playing on his lips which died away when he saw my expression. He stopped before us and put his hands on his hips. “You’re pissed.”

“Hell yeah, I’m pissed!” I had to work to keep from shouting. “What the hell was this? An ambush? Why wasn’t I told?”

“Couldn’t tell you,” he said with an apologetic grimace. “I knew the Lilith mages would target you. Scan your mind for some sense of awareness of their impending attack. I had to keep you in the dark so as to not tip them off.”

I stared at him. “You knew they were going to attack? How?”

General Martha linked her hands behind her back. “The attack at dawn was too easily won. They had all night to prepare for us and still only came up with a basic line defense. Their collapse was too easy, too convenient.”

“But the real tip-off was the woman you executed,” said Victor. “Remember how she said you’d be on the chopping block soon? How they were coming for you? At the time it didn’t make sense, but while we were talking I started to wonder. What would I do if I were trapped in a city and knew I was about to be attacked?”

“I don’t know,” I said, trying not to be petulant. “Lie to your friends?”

“I’d pretend a defeat, then ambush the enemy when they celebrated that night. I’d initially hoped to just burn Illington down, but your decision to protect the families prevented that. Gherog’s disappearance deepened my suspicions. On a hunch, I sent you and the Sacred Guard knights to check out the perimeter. I had a hunch your ”Saviorness” would draw them out. Make them break their cover. Of course, I couldn’t tell you my suspicions, or go myself, as that would have tipped them off.”

I couldn’t help myself. “That’s why you sent us? I thought -” And cast a guilty glance at Sarah. 

“Oh, there were fringe benefits, to be sure,” said Victor with a grin. “But it turned out as I suspected. They were far stronger than they should have been after a real defeat. So I conferred with Blindness, who in turn was suspicious over how strong their wards were. So I decided to prepare for the ambush. I told most of my forces and moved them under wards over the course of the afternoon. I had to leave a few hundred of my people unaware, however, to act as decoys to draw out the enemy. Which is exactly what happened.”

My mind was spinning. “And you couldn’t clue me in why?”

His expression became both weary and apologetic. “It would be too suspicious if Martha, myself, and you were all missing from the square. We had to present them with a tempting target to draw them out. What more alluring than the savior?”

“Fuck, Victor.” I ran my hand through my hair, purposefully ignoring Brielle’s contented stare. “You fucking used me.”

“Yep. Straight up. And you have my apologies. But it worked.”

I dropped my hand and glanced at Sarah. She looked just as upset. “And what the hell was up with the people you left celebrating here? They were torturing prisoners, man. To death. Said they got permission.”

Victor nodded, and suddenly looked much older, much more tired. “Another angle. I selected the bands that have been giving me the most trouble. The ones committing atrocities. If my plan went wrong, I wouldn’t mind thinning out their ranks some. As for the permission, yes. I gave it. I needed to tempt them out here, to keep them from getting suspicious.”

“Fuck man! I nearly died trying to save those Lilith bastards!”

“It’s true,” said Sarah, voice bleak. “He was about to take on the entire crowd.”

Victor looked stricken. “Really? You were going to die for a handful of prisoners?”

“Yes, really. I’m not cool with torture, Victor. No matter the cause. You’d best remember that moving forward.”

“Fuck,” said Victor, rubbing at his jaw. “I never guessed. In my equations handing over five Lilith worshippers was worth destroying their ambush force. Noah, I’m sorry.”

I gazed around the square. Crusaders were hacking apart the last of the survivors. We’d taken some losses, but the sheer shock and awe of Victor’s ambush had kept those casualties down. 

“Well, I’m thrilled that your plan worked out,” I said. “Next time I hope you clue me in before using me quite so brilliantly.”

“Come on, man,” said Victor, extending a hand my way. “It wasn’t an easy decision. But it worked, it fucking worked -”

I raised a hand, cutting him off, and turned away. “Congrats. I’m heading back to camp.”

I deliberately ignored Brielle’s eyes. She could come or go or do whatever the fuck she wanted. I just didn’t care.

I wondered briefly if Sarah would accompany me, but when she didn’t I felt a small pinch of relief. After our argument over the prisoners, I wasn’t sure I wanted her company either.

Maybe I was wrong. Maybe she wasn’t the right person for our group.

Fuck. Fuck! 

I marched out of the square, joining the rough stream of soldiers who were now making their way back to the outside camp, not joining any band in particular but simply moving with the flow.

How fucking galling. To be used as a chess piece. To have never even suspected. Instead, I’d felt good about myself. Focused on flirting with Sarah, on killing a handful of enemies with Shard, and then turning my attention to getting into Sarah’s chainmail pants.

Meanwhile, Victor was anticipating a massive ambush, planning out a counter strike, moving enemies into place, using me as the universe’s best and dumbest lure.

I clenched my fists. I needed to up my game. I needed to start thinking about the bigger picture. To stop being so caught up in my own drama and instead focus on what was going on all around me. To notice patterns and detect trouble before it came.

No wonder Victor was leading a fucking crusade and I was only on talking terms with one of my companions, with another chained up, two missing, and the last taking active pleasure in my discomfort.

I ignored the few greetings that were called my way. I stared out into the darkness. I’d been surviving from moment to moment. That wasn’t good enough. I need to take control. Of my burgeoning magic. Of my ability with the sword. To start thinking strategically instead of tactically.

I could do better. I would do better. And in doing so I’d wipe the smirk off Brielle’s lips, I’d show Victor I wasn’t just another pawn for him to manipulate, and finally, finally, start acting like the fucking savior at long last.

 


Chapter 20

 


 

As promised we broke down camp and marched out as dawn broke over the eastern horizon. Shadows still melded with the ashen hollows, the town of Illington was an ill-haunted assemblage of broken towers to our left, and the broken fields had more in common with a blasted lunar scape than any agricultural landscape I’d ever seen. 

The cold was terrible. I hugged myself despite my gifted woolen cloak and thick woolen sweater, both smelling like woodsmoke. I’d turned down the horse that Victor had sent my way, instead insisting that Imogen ride, taking the reins and leading it as if the placid mare might bolt and gallop away toward perdition at a moment’s notice.

The Dead Men were a comforting presence around us. I’d not seen much of Danrath or his band since we’d arrived, but I found their grim, deliberate company to be the equal of my thoughts, and the few nods of recognition had sufficed to make me feel like I belonged, if only to a moderate degree.

Earth crumbled beneath my boots, the topmost quarter inch frozen, the soil beneath sandy and dead. No ash fell, which was a small mercy, and the crusade strung itself out in the morning gloom in a great line, a massive millipede which churned up the dirt into a ruinous trail hundreds of feet and cartwheels leaving a fresh dark scar against the white dusty fields behind us.

Imogen’s face was drawn with fatigue; she sat hunched in the saddle, cloak pinched under her chin, looking slender and vulnerable. Brielle had shown up just before the Dead Men had moved out; I didn’t ask where she’d slept, she didn’t volunteer any information, so I did my best to ignore her and let her ride a dozen paces behind us without once looking back.

The sun cleared the horizon, drenching the world in drab hues, and slowly Illington fell behind us. Walking became a mechanical process, slow and methodical as I pulled my feet free of the loose, sucking soil. Still, Imogen roused herself in the weak sunlight and looked down as if seeing me for the first time.

“I take it you’re not a fan of marching.”

I snorted. “What makes you say that?”

“The long face?”

“Oh, that’s not about the marching. Marching’s fine. Marching, at any rate, I can do. I’ve got lots of other things to frown about.”

“Oh? Such as what?”

So I told her. 

When I finished my emotions were all roiled up again. We didn’t speak for perhaps a dozen paces, the soil sucking at each step, and then I sighed and forced myself to relax my shoulders and unclench my hands.

“I need to do better, Imogen. I need to start getting a grip on all these mysteries and powers and skills that I lack. I can’t depend on you and - well - Brielle to save me each time. I need to learn.”

“Very well,” said Imogen, no judgment in her voice. “Where do you want to start?”

I blinked and looked up at her. “What. Like now?”

Her smile was wry. “Why not? We’ve hours to go till lunch. Let’s put it to good use.”

“Excellent,” I said, a savage determination filling me. “Agreed. Let’s start with magic, yeah? It’s your specialty. You said last night something about your reservoir and a special kind of energy?”

“Magic.” She said this word as if setting a dauntingly massive tome before her and reading aloud the title. “Let’s see. I’ll dispense with all the provisos and warnings about how most magic users spend years if not decades before achieving some level of control over their powers. You, earning your magic through me, seem to be both blessed with some modicum of my control and a large innate natural talent.”

“Great,” I said. “I’m all for large innate natural talents.”

“Where to begin? Why don’t you tell me what happens - what you feel - when you reach for your levenbolt?”

“Well.” I frowned, “it only happens in moments of extreme danger. I don’t even think of doing it unless my life is on the line. Then… I visualize my hand reaching down into my depths, you know? Like a basement room, down a dark shaft to the core of my being, where I see a bunch of sparking wires. Wires are like thin metal threads that carry electricity where I’m from. But these are cut so that they spark into the air. And… I don’t know. I grab them with my imaginary hand, and just will that power up and at whatever’s trying to kill me.”

Imogen nodded as if this all made perfect sense. “I guessed that you were probably of the second circle and think I’m right. You’ve developed the ability to harness your power when in need, which is the first circle, but can also direct it with a fair amount of crude accuracy, which places you in the second. But you’re only able to do so when in danger. For example, try to loose a bolt into the sky right now.”

I blanched. “What? Now?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“Won’t - I mean, I don’t want to freak out -”

“Just try, Noah.”

I nodded, swallowed, and half closed my eyes. Visualized that dark shaft, my hand sinking down it to grasp the wires… but nothing happened. I might as well have been trying to visualize pink elephants dancing on beach balls. The image had no potency.

“Exactly,” said Imogen. “Second circle. You cannot harness your power at will, only when in danger. This is where instruction is key. Greater understanding as to what is actually happening when you cast your levenbolt will allow you to grasp it with greater ease.”

“Great. So how does it work?”

“There are many systems through which one can understand the universe and our own selves. The Tree of Life, as you’ve heard, is both the spiritual and literal structure of the essence of the universe. It also serves as a metaphor for our own journey toward enlightenment. Another such system is the chakra ladder or sanskara matrix as we call it where I’m from.”

“Chakras. That’s a yoga thing, right? I’ve heard of them.”

“I don’t doubt you have. The universal truths such as the Tree of Life and other systems percolate through all the worlds and are perceived and apprehended by sages, philosophers and scholars over the millennia. Every world has some variation on the basic truths; often a mage’s education begins with undoing the human misunderstandings that have crept into their own versions, so that they may better grasp the pure reality.”

“Well, I’m ahead of the game then. I don’t know anything about chakras other than…” I paused. What did I know about them? “Well, nothing.”

“Excellent. Everyone has seven sanskaras, and each is tied to different aspects of our being. Just as one can journey from Malkuth to Kether when following the Tree of Life, so a magus opens their sanskaras from the Muladhara sanskara located between their groin and anus all the way to the crown sanskara at the very top of your head.”

I frowned at her.

“Diagrams help. But think of it this way: all basic attack magic comes from the first sanskara, the root chakra, which represents stability, security, and our basic needs. When you have opened this sanskara and cleansed it, you feel safe and fearless.”

“Oh…” I said, processing this information. “So - that’s why everyone can throw some kind of offensive magic around?”

“Precisely. It’s virtually unheard of for a magus to proceed past the Muladhara without developing some basic form of self-defense. Whether that be flame, levenbolt, shadow, heavenfire or other rare forms of attack depends on the composition of their spirit and nature. You, having borrowed your magic from me, have developed levenbolt.”

“And the more I cleanse and open this sanskara the more powerful my levenbolt becomes?”

Imogen’s smile was encouraging. “Yes! The more you connect with this sanskara, the more you meditate on it, claim it, cleanse it, and ultimately cause it to open like the petals of a flower, the more easily you’ll be able to direct its energies, summon them, and wield them.”

“Since you wield levenbolt at the fifth circle…”

“It means that I have developed some fine control over the electric attack. I can divide them into several, smaller bolts. I can aim with greater precision, and summon them when I will without difficulty.”

“Damn,” I said. “I’m nowhere close. I’m basically doing the equivalent of hurling a big rock whereas you’re directing a laser pointer.”

“I’m not sure what you mean, but I catch your gist. Yes.”

“And once you open your first sanskara you can start developing new magics associated with the others?”

Imogen nodded once more. “Though after the Muladhara the path is not linear. Not everybody moves to the Svadhisthana sanskara, which is associated with procreation, seduction, life, and growth. Those who do, however, like Alexander, can develop the powers of the Green Path, controlling plants and trees, or even develop unnaturally potent powers of seduction.”

“That sounds…” I trailed off and blushed.

Imogen laughed. “Men. Typical.”

I scratched the back of my head. “I suppose. You said something last night about that sanskara, however - that if we hooked up it would flood your reservoir with Svadhisthana energy?”

“I’ve not reached even the first circle with that sanskara, and so have very little control over the energy I receive when I make love. The sanskara opens with orgasm and floods your being with its particular shade of energy. This isn’t bad, but it inflects your magic, making some things easier, others harder.”

“Oh.” I chewed this over. “So if you had, uh, opened your second sanskara, you’d be able to harness that power?”

“For sure. Many who specialize in that sanskara make love freely, for in doing so they grow in power and replenish themselves.”

“Got it.” Again I mulled that over. “So Alexander likes to, uh, mess around.”

Imogen smirked then continued. “Inixia has made great progress in mastering the third sanskara, known as Manipura and which is located behind your solar plexus. It is commonly understood as our source of personal power, and developing it allows one to expand on one’s physical abilities far beyond what is humanly possible.”

“So that’s how she flies?” I asked.

“Yes. But she also has the ability to move faster, hit stronger, and take greater punishment than you would believe. And that’s having only reached the third circle.”

“Useful,” I said. “Valeria would love that.”

“She would,” said Imogen, and then pursed her lips and looked away. I felt the pang of longing for our missing companion just the same. For a moment we walked in silence, and then Imogen bestirred herself. “The fourth sanskara is located in the heart and is known as the Anahata. It bridges the physical being below with the spiritual sanskaras above and serves as the connection between body, mind, emotions, and spirit. It is the source of our ability to love and connect with others and allows for mages who open it to develop the power to heal and ward.”

“Warding,” I said. “Been meaning to ask you. Is it just a question of throwing up ever stronger bubbles?”

“No,” said Imogen. “In fact, that’s a basic level of warding. Manifesting a sphere takes up a lot of energy and is very hard to maintain. Higher circles can ward the space where an attack is coming, making them much more efficient, and in turn allowing them to pour more energy into those specific points, making their defenses all the stronger. It’s said that the highest levels of warding actually open miniature portals before each attack, so that a blow instead of striking your body would pass through the portal and strike the closest hard surface, such as the ground or a rock.”

“Damn,” I said. “That sounds…”

“Amazing,” agreed Imogen. “I’ve never met anyone who could do that, however.”

“And the fifth?”

“Vishuddha is located in the throat and is the source of our verbal expression and the ability to speak one’s highest truth. I’ve delved extensively into this sanskara, and have attained the fourth circle in Psyche-Imperium, allowing me to impose my will as expressed by my words on those unable to resist.”

“Like Rosanna,” I said.

“Just so. Her ward could have deflected basic attacks but was not proof against a simple command. Those who pursue Vishuddha are also able to connect with those around them with greater ease; it allows for the truth to be sounded, for the matters of greatest import to be raised and addressed.”

“Huh.” I glanced up at her. “That why I’ve always found it easy to talk to you?”

She grinned down at me. “Perhaps. Or it could just be my natural charm.”

“Vishuddha, then.”

She shot me a withering look. “Sixth is the Ajna sanskara, located between the eyebrows. It’s often called the ‘third eye’ and is the center of our intuition. While everyone has intuition, few are truly able to harness its powers fully; those who do can develop the powers of geomancy and Oneiromancy.”

“Oneiromancy?”

“Dream magic,” said Imogen. “Very strange, very undisciplined. But those who pursue it can enter others dreams, control dreams, turn them into nightmares… and at higher levels even trap their victims there, or turn them insane.”

“Damn.” I stared ahead at the back of the Dead Men walking a half dozen yards ahead of me. “Didn’t someone have that ability?” 

“Kashala,” said Imogen. “The fire magus. Second circle. That means she can dip into the dreams of others and observe, but little more.”

I nodded. “Anja. Third eye. Dream magic and geomancy. Got it.”

“Finally and most rare of all is the seventh sanskara, the Sahaswara or thousand-petal lotus that is located at the crown of the head. Few are able to manifest these powers, even after decades of trying. It is the sanskara of enlightenment and spiritual connection to our higher selves and ultimately the Source itself.”

“Blindness,” I said. “Focus Mind.”

“Yes. His ability to even open that sanskara is a testament to his power. Through Focused Mind he can enhance his lucidity, increase his cognitive abilities of comprehension, think quicker, resist fear or panic, and even split his thoughts into multiple channels, allowing him to focus on several topics at once or even cast multiple spells at once. A truly formidable power.”

I nodded slowly, impressed. “Glad he’s on our side.”

“Masters of Sahaswara can reach out to the divine,” continued Imogen. “It’s said that through that connection they can actually enact the miracle of creation, fashioning what they desire, plucking objects from their mind into the real world.”

I stared at her. “Really? Like, pull out a brick of gold?”

“Or anything else they desire.” She gave me an apologetic smile. “Again, I’ve only read of this ability in books. Never seen it done, not even by Blindness.”

“OK.” I swirled the names around in my mind, the concepts. “Seven sanskaras. Each associated with a different part of the body, with different powers. And I’m only on the second circle of… what was it called?”

“Muladhara.”

“And to advance I need to… cleanse it?”

“Yes. This is done through meditation, of which there are many varieties depending on which school of magic you belong, all of which are founded on different traditions. A magus focuses first on Muladhara, cleanses through it, then moves up to their next highest sanskara, and cleanses that in turn. The goal is to remove all color from your reservoir of magic; in your case, your magic will be tinted red, which is the color of the first sanskara. You want your magic to be clear, for that is when it is most responsive. Once you have cleared, you will find your power much easier to wield, which in turn begins to unlock greater mastery and higher circles.”

A ripple of excitement fluttered through my stomach. “I’ve never been so eager to meditate in my life.”

Imogen laughed. “You won’t be for long. Meditation is difficult. It’s awkward, uncomfortable, and in the beginning, you’ll be convinced you’re doing it wrong. In time you will learn to accurately visualize your sanskara, to see your reservoir, and know what color your magic is. Seeing it go from red to clear is a great aid, but ironically by that point, you will no longer need such help.”

I frowned. “Great. No matter. I’m going to master it. I will master it.”

She gave me an approving smile. “Then we’ll train each night before eating. With hard work, dedication, and talent, you will begin to cleanse your Muladhara sanskara with ease within the next couple of years.”

“Next couple of years?” I ducked my head, not having meant to shout. “What good is that to me?”

Imogen shrugged one shoulder. “Surely you’ve picked up on the fact that magic studies take time?”

“But we don’t have time, Imogen.” Just like that my excitement crumbled before a burning wave of frustration. “I need to master it like yesterday.”

“I’m sorry, Noah. There are no shortcuts on a straight road.”

I sighed and my shoulders slumped. “Fine. I’ll… I’ll still work on it.”

“Good. And you never know. You might be prodigiously talented. Within a year you might even advance to the third circle.”

“Great.” I fought hard not to pout. “Yippee. Can’t wait to give Victor the good news.”

Imogen eyed me shrewdly. “You seek to impress him?”

I blew out my cheeks. “Well, yeah. Kind of. More that… that I want to be taken seriously, you know? As an equal? Not be shuffled around on the board like another pawn.”

“You’re no pawn, Noah.” Her voice was flat. “You’re the savior.”

“Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard that before. But this savior was too busy thinking about women and being pleased with killing a few bad guys to notice all the high-level maneuvering going on in the background.” I grabbed my head with both hands. “I mean, how could I not even have noticed? Victor was dancing around me, moving hundreds upon hundreds of men, anticipating attacks, using me to draw out the enemy, confirm his plans, and a whole bunch of other stuff…”

Imogen watched me, undulating with each stride of the horse, her expression sympathetic. “Victor’s been at this for years. You - what? Three weeks?”

“Yeah.” And like that my outrage blew out. “Feels like longer.”

“You’ll get the hang of it. Not everybody is a born strategist. Not everyone is used to thinking along military lines all the time. And if it’s of any comfort, many of the previous saviors were brilliant generals, the best strategists of their time. Look how far that got them.”

I gave her a deadpan look. “That actually does the exact opposite of comforting me.”

“Oh? Oh! Yes. I can see why. Sorry.” She chewed on her lower lip for a while. “You’re changing quickly, Noah. You may not notice, but I do. Already you don’t resemble the young man that I met at the Bastion library. You’ve grown more confident in combat. More assertive -”

I snorted.

“- in general. You have. It’s unrealistic to expect radical, complete change at a fundamental level of your psyche in a few weeks. It takes years to mold a man into an officer, into a magus, into a lethal warrior. Nobody achieves such lofty goals in three weeks, no matter how determined. The same for playing the violin, or - anything really. It takes time. I know you don’t want to hear that. I know you want instant results. That you want to become Victor’s peer overnight. But it’s going to take work. You have to earn it.”

“I don’t have time to earn it,” I muttered, but knew she was right. Worse, her being right meant we were screwed, because we didn’t have years. We had weeks, perhaps months at best. “I’ll simply have to do better. Work harder. Push me to be more alert and think things through. I want to stop reacting to everything, you know? I want to start anticipating stuff as Victor does. I can learn that from him.”

Imogen nodded, and we walked in troubled silence for a spell. “Do you still resent him? For last night?”

“No.” I sighed and looked down and away. “I understand why he did what he did. I don’t like it… but that’s my pride talking. I thought we were equals, that we were… I don’t know. Friends? But when he used me like that - and did it so well - I realized that I’m not his equal. Not yet. And even though we may be friends, I want to earn his respect.”

“What about the whole permission to torture aspect of his plan?”

“Yeah.” I kicked at a ridge and sent clods of dirt flying. “Not good. But maybe I’m overreacting? Maybe I’m being too naive? This is war, after all. Can I afford to sacrifice myself for a few of the enemy?”

“Hmm.” A noncommittal answer. She tapped her lips in thought. “How about this. You brought Emma into our circle for her ability to remind you of your true self, correct?”

“Yeah.”

“Then ask yourself: how would Emma have reacted last night to seeing that man broken on the wheel?”

I gave a bark of surprised laughter. “Emma? Horrified!”

“And what would she have told you?”

“Yeah.” I kicked another rough ridge of dirt. “I see what you mean.”

“When in doubt, when unsure of what is right and what is wrong, ask yourself: how would Emma react? What would she advise you? You know her with your heart. She’s your truest friend. You’ll know what she’d say, and in that advice, you’ll hear the guidance you need.”

“Yeah.” I sighed and squinted at the horizon. The fields ended just ahead at a line of ghostly trees. “Where are they, Imogen? Do you think they’re still all right after so long apart?”

She looked down at her hands. “I wish I could tell you.”

“I miss them. Valeria and Emma. More than I can say.”

“I miss them, too. Even though Valeria wasn’t my biggest advocate. I feel incomplete without them.”

“You do?”

“Of course. They’re your bonded companions. Which means by extension they are mine. We are a family, of sorts. A mystical union connects us, a line which flows through our fourth sanskaras, the connection between spirit and body that is located in our hearts. Over time, that bond will strengthen if nurtured, and I will come to care for them as strongly as you do. We all will. That unity is what will give us strength in the darkest of times.”

I resisted the urge to look back at Brielle. “Well, things are only getting worse between Brielle and me. She practically mocked me last night.”

“Hmm. I’ll speak to her. Perhaps hearing from me as to how Rosanna’s Hexenmagic no doubt played a role in that night will help matters some. We cannot afford to lose her and weaken our circle so soon into our journey.”

“Thank you,” I said. “I’d appreciate your trying to talk to her.”

“Very well. Now. We have an hour or more at least before we stop. Plenty of time to review the basics of meditation. Ready?”

I took a deep breath and nodded, putting away my concerns, my fears, my doubts. “Yes. I’ve some experience with meditation from my time at the dojo. We called it seiza.”

“Excellent. Then this should come easier to you. Let us begin.”

We spent the next two hours going over a variety of meditation techniques. I’d thought you simply sat cross-legged and closed your eyes, but apparently, there were different techniques for different needs. There was your standard cross-legged one, sure, but there was also a form of moving meditation that could be practiced while walking, combat meditation that allowed you to focus and calm your mind during times of extreme stress, tantric meditation that took place during lovemaking, and other, more esoteric forms.

And Imogen was right. Meditating while walking alongside her horse was hard. While she guided me through it I was fine, but the moment she went quiet my thoughts started to intrude, concerns, doubts, things I wanted to address, along with a host of physical sensations. I repeated the mantra she’d given me, a nonsensical series of sounds that apparently made a lot of sense if you’d studied whatever ancient language they came from, but I kept tripping over myself and only growing more frustrated.

We broke for lunch upon reaching the tree line, the bands moving to camp out in loose circles while Victor sent outriders to check for danger and the lay of the land ahead. I chose not to approach his group, not sure if I’d be summoned or whether I’d go if so. But I wasn’t, so simply sat and ate the cold jerky, swigging it down with my precious allotment of water. 

Brielle chose to ride with Victor when it was time to go, and I gave her a curt nod of permission, though she’d already turned away by the time I gave it. Imogen slumped in her saddle to doze, clearly weaker than she’d let on, so that I walked most of the afternoon lost in my thoughts, trying idly to meditate over and over again and succeeding only in failing.

The forest was sparse, the trees dead, and the crusade moved slowly through its heart, the carts following a glorified deer trail barely visible under the ash. The sky was visible only through a latticework of skeletal branches, and the tree trunks seemed to absorb all sound so that I could barely hear the men before and behind. I breathed a sigh of relief when we finally emerged on the far side of the woods and gazed out over the ground that sloped down into a shallow valley, its center bifurcated by a slow-moving river.

The sun had nearly set by the time the crusade reached the river’s banks, and there we pitched camp, everyone setting up where they were when the halt was called. This resulted in the camp being placed in a line along the river’s banks, but Danrath explained that what we lost in defensibility from not pulling into a circle we gained from having the river guard our flank. 

Brielle returned in time for dinner, which Danrath’s men shared with us: more of the thin stew that seemed to be more tubers and carrots than actual meat. 

I carefully made myself absent when I saw Imogen approach Brielle for a chat, and when I returned I saw that Imogen had retired early, leaving Brielle and me to dine together around our small fire. She sat across from me, bowl held in one long-fingered hand, crimson hair pulled back into a rough ponytail, wisps escaping to tickle her cheek. We ate in silence, she seemed perfectly content with the awkwardness of it, while I strove to think of a way to break the ice, to draw her out.

Nothing came to mind.

I was about to give the matter up for lost when an idea hit me, and I set aside my bowl, suddenly nervous and trying not to be defensive.

“Hey, Brielle?”

Her smoky gray eyes flicked up to meet mine. “Hmm?”

“I’ve got a favor to ask you.”

She sat up a little straighter, frowning in surprise. “You? Asking me of a favor?”

“I know. Pretty rich, right? But yeah. I was hoping you could teach me how to use my sword.”

“Shard?” A beat of surprise. “You want me to teach you sword fighting?”

“Sure,” I said. “You clearly know how to use your blade, whereas I mostly use Shard to lash out with magic or hack at things that grow too close. And last night, when I was all out of - uh - when my magic was all used up, I realized that my actual sword-fighting skills are pretty nonexistent.”

She arched a brow. “You’re serious.”

“Yep.” I took a brisk breath and rubbed my thighs, trying to banish the stiffness from the day’s march. “I mean, you do know how to use your blade, right?”

A gleam appeared in her eyes. “I’ve been taught by the finest sword masters since I was eleven years old.”

“I’ll take that for a yes? So, what do you think? We don’t need to make small talk. Just show me the basics, yeah? I’d, uh, like to put off dying for as long as I can.”

Brielle considered me, and I honestly couldn’t tell if she’d agree. Finally, she gave a long-suffering sigh. “Fine. It’s probably a good idea. You hold Shard much as a commoner might hold a turkey leg.”

Thank you, Imogen! It was easy to let that comment slide. “Great! We have enough light to get started?”

She looked around. The sun was a bleak haze just shy of the hills to the west, its diffuse light causing the polluted river to flow by like a stream of mercury. Though the shadows were lengthening, she nodded and rose smoothly to her feet. “Why not?” 

I couldn’t deny a jolt of excitement as I rose and moved to stand across from her. She drew her blade slowly, considering me with a frown.

I drew Shard, taking comfort from its familiar heft and weight, and held it with both hands, hilt at about waist level, point raised toward her face. 

Her frown deepened.

I stood up straight, abandoning my crouch. “What?”

“There’s almost too much to teach you. But we don’t have the time to follow my own course work.”

“Story of my life,” I said. “So? What do you suggest?”

In response, she turned away and spotted Danrath watching us from a nearby campfire. “Danrath,” she said, voice perfectly authoritative. “Two shields.”

And to my surprise, Danrath simply nodded, not taking offense for being commanded like a servant, and a moment later approached, two circular shields in hand. 

“Here,” said Brielle. “Take yours.”

I did so. The shield was banded with a rim of riveted iron, its front covered with a layer of leather on which the faded image of a white deer rearing on its back legs was barely discernible. 

Brielle hefted her own and moved to stand beside me. “Now pay attention. Being devoid of skill and training, you should use a shield from now on.”

“Valeria said as much,” I said.

“Valeria isn’t here. I am. Be quiet. Listen.”

I pursed my lips and gave a grudging nod. 

“Now. Your shield isn’t a static defense. It is an active part of any attack and should be moved to parry or block, can be used to overwhelm your foe when you charge him or even to strike with the rim. Now, stand as I am, shield slightly out, blade raised like so overhead.”

I mimicked her stance, bending my legs slightly, right leg back, left leg bent, sword raised overhead, pommel just behind my ear, the point of the blade aimed at a backward diagonal of about forty-five degrees.

“This is called the high guard. Your blade is ready to attack at a moment’s notice. The shield is active and held at the ready, not hanging against your body. Knees bent to allow for sudden motion. Back straight but leaning slightly forward, shoulders not slouched nor overly tense. Don’t grip your blade too tightly either. Lead leg is your shield side. From here you can easily step forward into an attack -” And she demonstrated, gliding forward and slashing down with her blade, then returning smoothly to the high guard. “Or stepping back with a parry. All parries and attacks are applied in conjunction with your properly stepping into or out of your opponent’s own movement. You’re ready to strike, parry, rush forward, or break into a run at a moment’s notice.”

She executed each of these examples in turn, blade slashing smoothly as she pivoted, advanced, retreated, turned, parried. Always her feet, shield, and blade moved together.

Then Brielle lowered her blade and shield and turned to regard me. “Now engrave this in your mind: you never just parry a blow, attack, or move in isolation. You always do all three in conjunction. The art of the sword involves learning how to do all three at the same time, continuously, always flowing from one stance to another, high to middle to back guard, advancing and retreating, parrying and deflecting with your shield. You must learn to think of this as a dance, and not isolated elements. Like so.”

And once more she demonstrated, moving forward to slash, shield rising to take an imaginary blow, then stepping back into what had to be the low guard, blade extended out behind her almost like a tail, only to sweep her shield up and advance once more, sword sweeping forward into a rising cut, then back, shifting over and over again, shield always alive, feet gliding over the grass so that she never looked overbalanced or extended.

A handful of the Dead Men had risen to their feet to stand to the side, arms crossed, watching with serious intent.

Brielle ignored them with marvelous ease. “Much of what you’ll be doing in the beginning will be conditioning. Developing the ability to keep your shield raised even after countless blows. Strengthen your grip so that you can deliver hard blows with your sword time and again. Learning to flow with sword and shield so that every part of you is active and ready for your next opponent.”

I nodded slowly, excitement bubbling up within me. This felt like being back in Sensei Rocco’s dojo, that nervousness and eagerness I’d first felt when I’d seen two brown belts sparring faster than I could follow on the bright blue tatami. I’d felt then and felt now that sense of disbelief, wondering if I’d ever master something so complex, but knew now that with effort, discipline, and application, that I could.

“A demonstration,” said Brielle. “To hammer home what I’m saying, as I’m positive you don’t understand. Danrath. Spar with me.”

The man blanched but hid it well; he drew his blade which was shorter than Brielle’s by an inch or two and moved to stand across from her, a shield raised. 

Brielle took the back guard, still leaning forward onto her bent leg, shield held at the ready, but with her longsword extending out behind her in a stance that looked lethal and relaxed.

Danrath assumed the high guard, shield angled downward as if in expectation of a low blow, brow creased with focus as he waited for her signal.

“Now,” said Brielle. “Watch how I move my feet. How I work my shield as I do, and how I never pause in any one guard. Always moving, flowing, adapting, pressing. Begin.”

And with that word she swept forward, blade sweeping out low toward Danrath’s shield, her own shield rising to block his chop. At the last moment, she turned her attack into a feint and faster than I could follow brought her blade up and around into a horizontal strike which Danrath barely parried with his shield.

From there they began a dance, Brielle demonstrating with ease what she’d discussed, pressing Danrath from above the sides, sliding in thrusts at his face, feinting or giving ground without any seeming concern. Danrath quickly grew red in the face trying to keep up, a dozen lethal blows slipping past his shield and stopping but inches from his body.

The contrast between the two was stark. Where Brielle was a fluid form, Danrath appeared almost choppy, quickly adopting the more defensive middle guard and staying there, moving his shield to parry blows without engaging his blade, then trying for cuts and forgetting about his shield. 

Brielle handled him with ease, and to my surprise made no special effort to embarrass the man. When another feint proved effective and she tapped the side of his lead leg she stepped back, lowering her blade.

And turned toward me, eyebrow raised. “Do you understand?”

“Yes,” I said. I’d never even thought about moving in this way. Up until this point it had been all about swinging Shard as desperately as I could, trying to cut down whatever came my way while avoiding being cut down in turn. It was a revelation. A whole universe of different options that I’d never even contemplated.

“Dismissed, Danrath. Now. Let us begin. We have perhaps half an hour before it grows too dark. Assume the high stance, no, here by my side. Blade up, lead leg bent, rear straight. Relax. Shield out. Shoulders down. Passable. Now, practice this forward swing. Raise your shield up and out in a parry, and attack from the shoulder. It’s the most natural and strongest blow, but not always the best. Step forward as you do, then immediately return back to your guard.”

I tried to copy her, stepping forward and slashing down again and again, out and then back, blade up, shield up, then out again, trying to do everything at once and actually feeling pretty good about it. 

But from Brielle’s expression, my form left much to be desired. There was always something to correct. Snap the blade back. Don’t hold my arm so far behind my head. Shield up. Lighter on my feet. Spring back into the guard. Shield up. Breathe. Shield up. Shield up.

Danrath arranged his Dead Men in a row beside us, and constantly checking Brielle’s form led an impromptu class of his own.

Far too quickly the circular shield began to feel like it was made of lead. Sweat broke out across my brow, and my grip on Shard began to ache. Without the pounding adrenaline of actual combat, it was much harder to keep up this constant movement. The more tired I got, the more mistakes I made, until at last Brielle called a halt with barely hidden disgust.

“You fight like a dairy farmer. Enough.”

I lowered blade and shield, trying to control my breathing as I wiped my sleeve across my brow. 

“If you want to make any progress you’re going to have to train hard. And even then - well. There’s so much for you to learn. The different guards. How to move from one to the other. The different ways to strike. How to read your opponent based on their footwork and shoulders. Feinting. Parrying. Shield work. And your stamina is pathetic.”

I grinned gamely. “If I didn’t know better I’d think you were flirting, Brielle.”

Her face colored and her lips thinned. “Luckily for us both you do know better.”

“True,” I said, my smile fading away. “Still, thank you. I really appreciate it. Can we train again tomorrow?”

She looked away. “We’ll see. In the meantime, begin marching with your shield and sword. You need to work on your strength and stamina.”

“Sure,” I said, trying not to feel disappointed. “Thanks.”

With a fluid movement, she sheathed her blade and tossed the shield over to Danrath, who caught it neatly. “You’re welcome, Noah. Now, if you’ll excuse me.”

“Sure.”

I watched her go, bemused. She didn’t head to her tent, but rather walked off into the dusk, down the line of the camps, arms crossed, chin lowered. I sighed and raked my sweaty hair back from my brow. 

“You did well,” said Danrath, joining me. “She’s a hard teacher, but a good one, I’ll warrant.”

I gave him a crooked smile. “Thanks.”

“If there’s any chance, I’d appreciate having my men train alongside you as we just did. There’s always room for improvement.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “I’ll give you a heads-up tomorrow. If there is a tomorrow.”

“Aye,” said Danrath. “Appreciated.” And he walked back to rejoin his men.

Tired, I returned to our little campfire. Dropped a couple of branches on it, then knelt before the flames. I placed one hand inside the other, took a deep breath and closed my eyes. Despite all of Imogen’s training, I wanted to try seiza for a while. To allow my roiling emotions to settle. To try to find some measure of calm in all this turmoil and make peace with my frustration and impatience.

I exhaled with slow control, settled a little deeper into my position, and thought: I will master these skills. Nothing will stop me. This is just the beginning.

 


Chapter 21

 


 

I progressed much faster than either Imogen or Brielle anticipated. Day in and day out I trained at the tasks they set me. I listened to hours of Imogen’s lecturing on magical theory, the nature of the sanskaras, and practiced walking meditation whenever she dozed off in the saddle. In the evenings I would practice my forms and swordplay with Brielle, focusing with the same intensity I used to bring to Sensei Rocco’s classes on learning everything she said as quickly as I could.

And somehow everything just clicked. It was first obvious with Brielle’s classes. Perhaps it was due to my years of training in the dojo, of making my body do as I commanded, of learning how to perform new katas and movements. But though they remained rough I was soon able to flow from one guard position to another without tangling up my feet or forgetting my shield; from high to middle to back or any other such combination. 

It was as if my body had known all along what to do, had trained in a past life, perhaps, and needed only a refresher for all that awareness and knowledge to come flooding back. I was further served by my instincts; they guided me true, helping me when training failed so that I was able to move where I should even when I lost track of what the appropriate next step should have been.

Further, my years of training with seiza served me in good stead; once Imogen realized that I had a form into which I could easily slip into meditation, she ceased trying to shoehorn me into her own cross-legged version and helped me refine my own preference. Each night I spent a half hour with her beside the fire in deep contemplation, chin lowered, breath slow, losing track of time as I listened to her quiet voice guide me through the sanskaras, instructing me how to cleanse and ground even though I couldn’t yet grasp them directly.

And in such manner, the first week passed. Seven days of trudging through Ghogiel’s ruinous landscape. We weren’t bothered by Lilith’s monsters and followers, in large part, Imogen speculated because we were simply too strong a force. The constant meditation began to have other benefits as well; I felt much of my tumultuous uncertainty begin to subside, a rising sense of calm and confidence which I’d been lacking before.

On the evening of the seventh night, however, as the crusade set to making camp in the bottom of a barren valley, I received a summons from Victor.

“Excuse me, master savior?” The youth was one of the army’s many messenger boys, interchangeable, scruffy, and seemingly always underfoot.

I opened my eyes, emerging from my trance, inhaling deeply as I did so and looking up to the youth. “Just Noah is fine.”

“Um. Yes. Noah? General Victor would like a word with you.”

I blinked in surprise. He’d not reached out since leaving Illington, and I’d grown used to being ignored. Had even come to relish the routine during which I could work on my new skills. 

“Very well. Tell him I’ll be there shortly.”

Imogen sat across the fireplace from me. She’d also been meditating, her face carved by lines of fatigue and pain. “Interesting.”

Carefully, knees aching from having knelt for so long, I levered myself up to standing and brushed away the ash. “Wonder what it could be?”

She shrugged. “One way to find out. But Noah, before you go, I was going to tell you before we ate. I’ve agreed with Inixia and Alexander to try my healing tonight.”

I frowned. “You’re weaker than you were in Illington.”

“And growing weaker. The parasite is feeding off my reservoir, whether I actively use it or not. I’ve got to remove it before it’s too late. Will you be there?”

“Will I be there?” I rounded the fire and crouched before her, taking her gloved hand in my own. “What kind of question is that?”

She gave me a tremulous smile, and only then did I see the depths of her fear. “Hey,” I said, squeezing her hand. “It’s going to be all right.”

“I know.” She gave a quick bob of her head. “I know it will. Thank you.”

“No, seriously.” I reached up to touch her cheek, looking deep into her eyes which flooded with tears. “Hey, you’re going to be fine.”

She took my hand in hers and pressed her cheek into my palm, and for a few moments just stayed still, eyes closed, breathing deeply. Then she smiled and pulled back. “I’m just a little nervous. Don’t worry about it.”

“I understand. But don’t worry, OK? I’ll be there. You’re going to be fine.”

She reached a finger under each lens and wiped at her eyes. “Yes.” Her voice firmed, grew more decisive. “I know. Now hurry. Best not keep the general waiting.”

“Ha, right.” I stood. “I’ll be back soon, OK?”

She looked up at me, eyes wide, expression serious. “I’ll be waiting.”

And something tugged deep within my chest. A sense of profound affection for Imogen, respect for her self-control, admiration for her strength, gratitude for her companionship. My smile must have touched something within her as well, as she finally smiled back.

I snagged Shard, buckled it to my waist, and set off toward Victor’s main tent. Danrath waved his hand as I passed him by so I nodded back. We weren’t exactly growing close, Danrath and I, but there was something about his sober, no-nonsense approach that worked for me. Grounded me. Made me feel comfortable with his band, even if I wasn’t part of it.

I made my way to Victor’s tent and couldn’t deny a sense of apprehension as I drew close. I resisted the urge to repeat different greetings in my mind as I stepped up to the guards, and instead pushed my shoulders back and gave them a nod as they pulled the tent flap open.

The scene was familiar. The minimalist furnishings, the broad desk over which Victor stood, arms crossed, listening as Martha lectured him about something and cutting off only as I stepped inside. Nethran, Victor’s archer buddy was lounging in a fold-out chair, one leg kicked over the slender armrest, while Sarah and Lizbeth sat at the table’s end, clad in chain and surcoats. Falstaff was pacing, one hand rubbing at his stubbled chin, his figure dusted with ash as if he’d just come from outside.

“Noah.” Victor uncrossed his arms and gave me a tight smile. “Thanks for coming.”

“Victor. Everyone.” I moved forward, gaze lingering for a heartbeat on Sarah, who gave me an enigmatic smile, her expression just shy of neutral but with a hint of something there that I couldn’t quite read. “What’s going on?”

“Martha? You can probably summarize the situation best.”

Martha gave a thoughtful nod and reached up to lightly scratch at the burns around her eye, a soft caress almost as if scratching any harder might tear the old burn open. Then she dropped her hand and fixed me with her level gaze.

“Water supplies are lower than we’d hoped. Some of the wells in Illington were poisoned at the last moment by Lilith’s forces, and we’ve been going through our reserves quicker than anticipated. At the current rate, we’ll run out within two days.”

My heart sank. Not this. “So we ended up with nine days’ worth instead of eleven.”

“Correct,” said Martha. “Unfortunately, our scouts haven’t turned up any oasis or unpolluted sources. Everything we’ve found has been either poisoned or so filled with ash that we can’t filter it. On the other hand, we’ve been making good time with our march; I believe we’re only eight or so days from Peruthros, though of course there’s no guarantee of water once we reach the city’s walls.”

Falstaff grimaced, still pacing like a wolf trapped in a cage. “Peruthros will be a difficult nut to crack. It’s a city proper, unlike Illington. Walls a dozen yards high and three yards thick. Main gates reinforced. A serious force defending it. We need to determine how we’re going to conquer it without being trapped into an extended siege.”

Victor raised a placating hand. “We’ll deal with Peruthros when we get there. I’m sure a plan or something will come to us. But first, we need to get there.”

Martha nodded, returning her sober gaze to me. “We can march without water for a day, maybe two at most before the men start to collapse. We’ll also be forced to move slower. I’m guessing we’ll need to march for about a week after the water runs out.”

“Which we can’t do,” I said. “People die after - what - three days without water?”

“Precisely.” Martha’s gaze wasn’t exactly accusatory, but it wasn’t friendly either. “We can go to half rations, but that still won’t suffice. I’m advocating killing all our horses. That, however, will mean hamstringing out scouts and outriders, as well as losing a number of carts if we are to make a significant difference. We would have to keep a bare minimum to haul the water but would still lose important supplies. Even then, we’d arrive at Peruthros in a state of desperate weakness.”

I crossed my arms and rocked back onto my heels. “Look, I get it. Leaving the water in Illington has cost us. But even if we’d taken it that would have given us - what - three more days? That would bring us from nine days’ worth to twelve. Or from eleven in our original calculations to fourteen. Still not enough to reach Peruthros. You had to have had another plan to get us there.”

“We did,” said Victor, tone tired. “There are a few villages we’re going to pass along the way. Hidden places that have avoided Lilith’s notice due to their small size and defenses. I’d planned to trade for some of their water en route, enough to get us to our destination.”

There was an awkward pause. Nethran shifted uncomfortably in his chair, studying the scuffed knuckles of his hands. Lizbeth stared stonily at the ground.

“So? Why can’t we still do that?” I asked.

“We’re at nine days’ worth now,” said Victor. “I’d originally hoped to borrow enough to carry us two, three days total. Counted on a little luck and finding an unguarded source as well, all of it just enough to get us to Peruthros. But now? That’s still not enough.”

“You’ve all clearly discussed this already,” I said. “You’re making a case for something.” Victor stared at the rough map on his table, lower lip jutting out. Falstaff scowled and continued pacing. Only Sarah and Martha met my gaze, the first inscrutable, the second indifferent.

Then it hit me. What Victor couldn’t bring himself to say. “You want to take all of their water. Strip each village we pass.”

“Want is a very strong word,” he said, glaring at me, tone growing harsh. “That’s the last thing I want. What I do want is to reach Peruthros in a condition to fight. If we arrive on our last legs, we’ll be done for. So, no. I don’t want to take everyone’s water. I just don’t see how we have a choice.”

“If we kill our horses,” said Martha, voice implacable. “If we go to half rations. If we take all the water we come across. Then we stand a chance of arriving at Peruthros in fighting condition. I don’t see any other way.”

I stood there blinking, processing, trying to think of an alternative. 

Lizbeth spoke with great reluctance. “We’ve examined every possible option. It would take too long to return to Illington to harvest their water, resulting in an overall net loss and a crippling blow to morale. A mounted force could return in a couple of days, but would most likely be overwhelmed by Lilith’s creatures upon entering the town. Focusing on water foraging at the expense of progress toward Peruthros is a gamble with absolutely no guarantee of success - and would most likely result in wasting time and water, leaving us worse off than before. Reducing the size of our force would reduce our chances of conquering Peruthros.”

There had to be an answer. But as I looked from one resigned visage to another, I saw no hope, no ideas, no solutions.

“So why are you telling me?” I asked. Guilt easily changed to anger. “It’s not like you need my blessing to enact secret plans.”

“Noah.” Victor sounded pained. “You couldn’t be more wrong. The ambush in Illington required your ignorance for it to work. That was an exception. Everything else, like choosing what to do with the water, the fate of the families, the execution of the prisoners - I wanted your input. I’ve only not included you in this deliberation in the hopes of being able to present you with a solution, not a terrible choice. But here we are.”

He sighed and sat down, his folding chair creaking under his weight. “We need to decide, and what’s more, we need you to agree. Martha doesn’t like it, but I’ve told my council: if you as the savior, the chosen one of the source, tell me that we should not harvest this water but consign our chances to fate - if you believe we’ll find water some other way before dying of dehydration out here - then I’ll listen to you.”

I rubbed at my face, feeling as if I were trapped in a dream, unable to wake up. Everyone stared at me. It was far past the time to protest that I wasn’t fit to make this decision. This was a direct consequence of my first call. I was implicated by that first choice and now had to make a second. 

“Give me a moment,” I said. “You’ve all been talking about this for some time. I need a few minutes to process.”

Victor nodded, and I stepped back outside, ignoring the guards, and moved a few yards away to stare out into the night, hands linked behind my back. The crusade was camped all around us. Small cookfires winked and twinkled, flames burning blue. A thousand or so men and women, marching into a wasteland, trusting in their leaders to keep them alive so that they might strike a blow against Lilith. 

Could it all be undone by something as simple as a lack of water? We had two days‘ worth left. Then - nothing. Even now, having had my drink with dinner, my mouth felt silty, my throat dry. At any given moment I could chug a whole gallon of water. Instead, I’d been making do, getting by on my normal allotment, not pushing my status in order to get more, though I’d known it would be given to me. 

What if those little refills just stopped? It was all too easy to recall how Brielle and I had stumbled through Ghogiel upon arriving. Parched. Growing increasingly desperate. Saved only by that one rainfall which hadn’t happened since. 

How would this disparate band of farmers, laborers, soldiers, and mercenaries react when water began to be rationed? They’d grumble at first, but how long till fights broke out? Till water started being hoarded and stolen from each other? It was all too easy to imagine the water carts being raided by dying men. All sense of loyalty and forbearance would go out the window as soon as they started to collapse. 

Chaos. Bloodshed. The crusade would collapse upon itself, and Victor’s attempt to take the Black Tower would end. 

I rubbed the base of my palm into my eye, smearing red and blue stars across the inside of my eyelid. 

Did I believe we’d find water out there? Could I risk that grim future by trusting in the Source? I’d never been the kind to put blind faith into some kind of providence. Did I think the Source would guide us to a clean stream or well somewhere?

No. I hoped but didn’t believe it. 

So where did that leave us?

Stripping innocent villages of all their water. Consigning men, women, and children to die for our need. 

I wanted to laugh. To cry. I’d tried to do the right thing in saving the Lilith-worshipping families. And the result? I’d now have to sentence good people to die in their place. 

I heard the whisk of the tent flap opening and expected Victor to emerge but was surprised to turn and see Lizbeth step up to stand beside me. In the torchlight, her chainmail glimmered like the scales of a black fish. Her blond hair was swept back, a dozen slender braids lying over the looser mane below so that it remained clear of her striking face. Her brow was lowered in obvious displeasure, her full mouth pursed, and I saw simultaneously her resemblance to Sarah and how she was different. Where Sarah was enigmatic, darkly amused and sensual, Lizbeth was stark, with the air of eagles to her.

“You made the correct choice back in Illington,” she said, voice low but firm.

I frowned and scuffed the toe of my boot into the torn earth. “I thought so. But now innocents are going to pay the price from which I spared those Lilith worshippers.”

“The children in Illington were innocent,” she said.

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath. “But so are those in the villages we’re going to come to.”

“It’s not - there’s no easy answer,” she said, voice fierce. “Lilith has made it so that we must fight to survive. And in fighting - in fighting, we hurt others. But the need to fight Lilith, to drive her back - that supersedes the injustices we commit. I have to believe that. Or else how can I fight on?”

I considered her. “Your fellow knight doesn’t seem to have these moral qualms.”

“Sarah?” Lizbeth snorted. “Sarah… something died in her when we were driven from the tower. Perhaps even before that. We’ve always been different, though we’ve known each other since we were young. I’m still struggling to make sense of a world that refuses to conform to my beliefs. I still can’t believe Lilith won through. That we lost.”

“We haven’t lost,” I said. “I don’t mean to toot my own horn, but there’s still one savior trying to take her down. Victor’s leading an army against her. There’s a cheesy expression from my home world: Lilith may have won the battle, but she hasn’t yet won the war.”

“True enough,” said Lizbeth with a slight smile. “Though what does that have to do with cheese?”

“Ah - you know? I’m not sure why we call certain things ‘cheesy.’” I thought it over. Why did we call things cheesy instead of, say, hammy? Then again, you could ham something up… I shrugged, giving up on understanding my own language. “I don’t know. But my point remains. We’ve not lost yet.”

“No.” She gave a stern nod. “Not while we yet breathe. Though it looks like winning must involve taking water from the innocent.”

I didn’t know what else to add, so I stayed silent, staring off into the dark.

“I came out here to thank you,” said Lizbeth, turning to face me full on. “It’s too easy to become a pragmatist out here. Thank you for trying to do better.”

“You don’t have to thank me,” I said. “I mean, I appreciate it, but… basic human decency shouldn’t deserve praise, you know?”

“You’d be surprised.” 

We studied each other in the torchlight. It hit me just how beautiful she was, something her sternness and aloofness had kept me from appreciating before. I’d thought her a warrior woman through and through, without any softness or weakness to her. But now, sensing her turmoil, seeing her resolve despite it, I realized that my admiration for her had only grown along with my appreciation for her striking looks.

“I’ll wait for you along with the others inside,” she said. I couldn’t tell if she’d noticed the change in my attention. “May the Source guide you, savior.”

“You too,” I said and winced at how informal that sounded. But it was too late. Lizbeth turned and strode back into the tent, not looking back once.

I sighed and pinched the brow of my nose. The choice was glaringly obvious. Just agree that there wasn’t any other way. Take on the responsibility for the choice and move on. Command Victor to destroy the next few villages we passed by stealing all their water.

Fuck.

Restless, not wanting to admit there was no other way, I walked out amongst the tents, just wanting to move, and a minute later found myself outside Neveah’s prison tent. 

I’d checked in with her once or twice since leaving Illington, but she’d refused to answer my questions or greetings, so I’d stopped.

Now, suddenly, I wanted to hear her thoughts. So I nodded to the guard, bowed my head and stepped inside.

Neveah had her back to me and was in the process of pulling on a clean shirt. In the torchlight I saw glimpses of her bare expanse of back through her ebon mane, her skin pale, dimpled here and there with the inflections of muscle tone, her waist narrow. Then she tugged her tunic down, slid a hand under her hair and pulled it free, tilting her head as she did so that it fell like a rippling tidal wave of ink to her waist, perfectly smooth and apparently without the need of a brush.

“I’m sorry,” I blurted out, moving to step back. “I didn’t mean to -”

“I’m a prisoner, Noah,” she said calmly, not bothering to turn and look at me. “Prisoners seem to have no rights. You, therefore, have nothing to apologize for.”

“Not true,” I said, but then stopped, shoulders slumping. My previous attempts to argue I was doing my best for her had fallen on deaf ears. There was no sense in reliving that fruitless argument. “But whatever. I didn’t come here to convince you of anything.”

“No?” Only then did she turn, metal collar glimmering in the light of the single torch, chain curving down to the deeply embedded spike. She crossed her arms and leaned against the central tent pole, cocking her head to one side as she considered me. “Good.”

“I came to ask your advice. I don’t expect you to give me any beyond the necessity of killing Victor, but… I have to make a hard decision. I was hoping you could tell me what you thought.”

She made Sarah appear vivacious and as easy to read as a book. Her large, achingly blue eyes ringed with green seemed to stare into my soul. No answer.

I sighed and told her anyway. Of my decision to spare the families and children in Illington. Of the consequences of that decision. Of what we now had to do to survive.

“So Victor’s asking for my blessing as the Source damned savior,” I said. “They’re waiting for me even now to tell them I agree and we should steal all this water. And in so doing condemn everyone to death.”

Neveah didn’t move a muscle. She looked like she could remain still, leaning against that post, for eternity. 

“I guess I was hoping to hear your thoughts on it,” I said. “You’ve got all this experience, you traveled with the previous savior… what do you think? What should I do?”

“You won’t heed my truest counsel. That you should free me, we should kill Victor, steal as much water as is needed and then make for the Black Tower with Imogen and Brielle.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but she continued, heedless. “Thus instead I would advise you take the water. Your success is the single greatest priority in the universe. Nothing else compares. If you believe Victor and his ‘crusade’ are instrumental to that success, then take the water and let those innocents die.”

I blinked. “Just like that.”

“Just like that,” she said, voice soft, stare unwavering.

I wanted to protest, but my objections withered before her stare. She was right. I was the savior. I thought my chances greatest with Victor’s help. Therefore I should take the water. 

“Well, all right,” I said. “I guess it’s that simple. Doesn’t make it easy, though.”

“No,” said Neveah. “Nobody ever said this would be easy.”

I thought of what she’d already been through. Her first foray into the Tree of Life, her return, her imprisonment and torture at the hands of Taniel, and now this. I felt a fool. 

“Thanks,” I said. “I needed that. A dose of perspective.” I’d asked during previous visits if there was anything I could do for her. I knew now that there was not. So I simply inclined my head. “Good night.”

“Good night, Noah.” And she pushed off the pole, turned, and sat with her back to me.

I let myself out. Strode back to Victor’s tent and slipped inside. Two or three conversations hushed, and everyone turned to consider me.

“We take the water,” I said. “As much as General Martha thinks we need to make it to Peruthros in fighting condition.”

Martha gave a curt nod, if not pleased then perhaps relieved. 

Victor pushed back onto the rear two legs of his chair. “Very well. The savior has spoken. So let it be.”

“We reach the first village tomorrow morning,” said Martha. “Small town hidden in a half-mile-long ravine called Hidden Hope. One of our bands hails from there. The Long Knives. I’ll speak with their leader, let them know of our intentions so as to avoid trouble tomorrow.”

“Very well,” said Victor. “I think that wraps up our business for tonight. Noah? Can you stay a moment?”

I stepped aside as the others filed out. Sarah’s look was searching, speculative. Lizbeth gave me a sharp nod as she passed, expression bleak. Martha patted me on the shoulder as she went by, and for some reason that made me feel ever so slightly better. Not much, but a little.

When everyone was gone I stepped up to face Victor across the table.

“Take a seat,” he said, lounging over to one side and resting his chin on the flat of his hand. “This won’t take long. I can tell you’re not in the mood to chit chat.”

I pulled a chair over and sat. “Listen, Victor. I want to apologize.”

He blinked at me and sat up. “You do?”

“Yeah. You did the right thing in Illington. It stung my pride, but I understand it. So I’m sorry for being an ass about it.”

He raised both eyebrows. “Well, damn. I didn’t expect that. I was going to apologize to you. I know it was a crappy move to use you like that. I understood your being pissed. I’m just glad you understand my purposes in turn.”

“You don’t need to apologize either,” I said. “How about we just let it go and move on?”

“Sounds good,” he said, clearly relieved. “Makes everything a heck of a lot easier. I’ve respected your desire for space this past week, but I’ll admit I’ve missed your counsel and presence at these deliberations. Mind if I call you to join us moving forward?”

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t mind. I’d appreciate it.”

“Well good.” He sat up. “I’d offer to toast but I’m not sure you’d want to share a drink after last time.”

“When you tricked me into flirting with Sarah so as to execute your plan to destroy an attacking force of the enemy?” I kept my expression serious for a moment, keeping him on the hook, and then smiled. “I have to admit, I’m still impressed by how you wove that all together on the fly. I honestly thought at the time you were just trying to hook us up.”

“Which almost worked,” he said, reaching under the table for a bottle. He held it up, saw that an inch of amber liquid remained at the bottom, and so pulled out two cups.

“How’d you know that?” I couldn’t help but squirm a little. Had he assigned someone to watch Sarah and me during the celebration in the square? Or had she shared the lurid details with him…?

“Oh, just intuition on my part,” he said, pouring a dram in each cup. “Sarah’s been taking great delight in being closed-mouthed about you, yet you’ve been avoiding each other since Illington. Doesn’t take a genius to guess you guys almost hooked up but haven’t found the chance to pick up where you left off.”

“True enough,” I said, accepting my cup. “And obviously, when you put it that way.”

He smiled ruefully. “It’s what I do, my friend. Think. Ponder. Analyze. Each and every hour of the day and most nights. Try to anticipate what’s coming down the road. It’s both a curse and a blessing. Anyways. A toast. To your not thinking I’m a complete shit head.”

“Cheers,” I said, and we clicked cups together. I took a sip. “Not bad.”

“Falstaff lost a bet. The last of his stash. He has good taste.” Victor sat back. “I hear you’re training at swordplay.”

“Yeah. About time. I’ve been really lucky thus far. Time to raise the chances of surviving my next fight.”

“I couldn’t agree more. Whenever you’re up for it, I’d relish the chance to spar with you. It helps to work with different people.”

“I’m not much of a sparring partner yet,” I said. “But sure.”

“Brielle told me you’re picking things up at a ridiculous pace.” Victor studied me. “Faster than she thought possible. She may not show it, but she’s impressed.”

“She said that?” I felt a flush of pride and surprise. Then paused. “Wait. You guys are chatting?”

“We have, once or twice.” Victor sighed. “She’s all kinds of knotted up about you, my friend. I’m usually pretty good at understanding people, but Brielle…” He shook his head. “Complicated doesn’t start to cover it.”

“No kidding,” I said. “Listen, I should also tell you that Imogen is going to try and rid herself of the magical parasite she’s been carrying. She’s doing it tonight with Inixia and Alexander’s help. It should all go smoothly, but I just wanted you to know ahead of time.”

“Do you want me to ask Blindness to attend?”

“Imogen has set things up exactly as she wants,” I said. “I’m trusting her. Thanks though.”

“Best of luck, then.” We subsided for a moment. He glanced up at me. “You going to ride into Hidden Hope with us tomorrow?”

“Yeah. I really, really don’t want to. But. Yeah.”

“It’s not going to be easy,” said Victor. “They’re probably going to fight to defend their supplies. I’m hoping our mages can dissuade them from doing something stupid, but once they realize how much we’re taking…”

I closed my eyes. I felt nauseous and tired and weary of it all. “I understand. I’ll be there. I can’t make these kinds of decisions and then hide away from them.”

“Got it. I’ll let you know when we’re getting close. I’ll send a horse for you.”

“Thanks.”

We sat in companionable silence, the kind I’d not experienced since leaving home, both caught up in our own thoughts, and then Victor bestirred himself and grinned at me. “So. Sarah.”

“She’s intense, man.” I shook my head slowly. “You ever talk to her about her belief systems?”

“No. I’ve sensed they’re a little dark though. They scare you off?”

“Well, no.” I paused and grin-winced. “Not really.”

“So you guys did hook up,” he said, his easy smile resurfacing. “Didn’t I tell you she wanted you?”

“I guess you were right. Somehow.”

“No somehow about it. I told you. You want something, you go for it. When it comes to women, let them know you’re interested. If you’re confident and promise a good time, that’s usually enough.”

“Yeah, yeah, you’ve shared your patented Victor technique before.” I shrugged reluctantly. “And I guess it worked? Though that whole breaking people on the wheel thing interrupted us before we got anywhere.”

“Damn. Yeah.” He subsided. “This war has seen me do things I’d never once have thought possible.”

“How could you OK that, though?” I studied him. “What they were doing to those prisoners was… monstrous.”

“Listen, tomorrow we’re going to kill a bunch of families. How can you be OK with that?”

“That’s different.”

“You so sure?” He eyed me. “Getting a thousand warriors together and marching them this far has taken all kinds of sacrifices. Physical ones. Mental ones. Spiritual ones. The ones who succeed in this kind of war are the people who don’t give up and who are willing to sacrifice whatever it takes for victory. Trust me, Noah. If I’d held onto every ideal I walked off my father’s farm with, I’d not be sitting before you tonight.”

I grimaced down at my cup. “I hear you. I just… never mind. Tomorrow’s a case in point. I’m learning.”

“Well, just pray you don’t have to learn too much,” said Victor, standing. “I’ll do what I can to keep those lessons at bay.”

“Don’t worry.” I stood as well. “I’ve decided it’s time for me to start learning everything. Whatever the lesson. No need to shield me.”

“Very well,” he said and raised his cup. “To life’s hardest lessons.”

I tapped my cup against his. “Yeah. Fuck ‘em.”

He grinned and shook his head, then together we drained our cups.

I set mine down. “All right. I’m heading back to Imogen’s. Wish us luck.”

“Good luck,” he said.

I moved to the tent flap and at the last second looked back at him. “I’m really glad our paths crossed, Victor.”

His smile was weary, but his eyes glimmered with some measure of his old cheer. “Same here, my friend. Same here.”

 


Chapter 22

 


 

“I don’t believe this.” Alexander’s voice was audible even a dozen yards from Imogen’s tent. “No, I refuse to believe this. I’m going to cover my ears and walk away and pretend you never said any of those ridiculous things.”

Imogen’s tent was lit from within by a single torch, and I could just make out three shadows slanting along the sloping canvas wall. I ducked inside and found the tent far more crowded than Victor’s.

Imogen sat at the back on a very low footstool, glasses glittering in the light of a central brazier. To her left sat Inixia, her ornate crimson, black and gold robes spread neatly around her, while Alexander sat across from her and was rising to his knees, his face colored by indignation.

“Hello,” I said, slipping past him to sit at Imogen’s right. “Thanks for waiting for the Source-chosen savior of the entire universe who approves of this entire procedure. Alex? Going somewhere?”

Alex sputtered, gaze dancing from one of us to the other, smoothing down his carefully stitched emerald jacket as if desperately searching for a wrinkle with which to distract himself. “Master Noah, you cannot - surely - I mean, are you aware of the dangers, the implications…?”

I nodded gravely. “Queen Shalarra of Bastion voiced many of the same concerns. I made my decision regardless and have not regretted it once. I trust Imogen with my life and know that she wields a dangerous power but does so for the greater good. I say none of this lightly, and that’s after extensive experience by her side in battle. I give you my word and do hereby swear on Shard, the holy blade, that you can trust her, and aid the universe and the Source by assisting her tonight.”

Alexander opened and closed his mouth several times like a fish before subsiding onto his heels. “Well, there’s no artful way to respond to a statement like that, is there? You’ve inverted my hemisphere, as they say.”

“Inverted…?” I stared at him blankly.

He blinked. “You don’t play geodesic death slide where you…? Never mind.” He fluttered at the air with both hands, as if banishing an odor. “My point is, I can’t exactly refute such an assertion. And I’ve had nothing but good impressions of Milady Imogen since meeting her. So - well.” He blew his curled lock up off his forehead. “I shall curb with violent severity my inclination to give you all a dozen warnings as to the dangers of Hexenmagic, and just - I suppose - listen.”

“Thank you, Alex,” said Imogen, bowing forward from the waist with the utmost gravity. “I truly appreciate your help tonight.”

Inixia had watched this exchange without moving a muscle, only her dark eyes glittering, but now grimaced. “In answer to your question, Imogen, I have indeed heard of cases where such magic surgeries were performed. Never with success, however; in theory, the usage of Hexenmagic should circumvent the parasite’s awareness, but in practice, I find that when the moment of excision arrives such curses tend to reflexively dig deeper and hold on, regardless of where the operant force originates.”

Imogen clenched her hands in her lap but her face remained otherwise calm. “I understand. But Blindness has been unable to remove it with traditional methods, and his failure is final. Who can succeed where he cannot? I refuse to succumb without a struggle, however. I hope that together we can create a minor miracle.”

“What do you propose, exactly?” asked Alexander, leaning forward, the light from the brazier gleaming on the countless brass buttons that ran down the front of his green coat. “How can I help?”

“I seek to slip out from under the parasite’s sway through a combination of duplicity and paralysis,” said Imogen. “Using the Hexenmagic of Harmiel, I will evade its notice, if only for a moment. Alexander, you will seek to establish a hold on the parasite as best you can via your Green Path, and pry it away from me. Inixia, when that takes place, I ask that you erect as subtle a ward as you can manage between it and I. That in place, I shall physically move away, and the ward will prevent it from following, in effect wrenching it free of my mind.”

Neither Inixia nor Alexander appeared convinced.

“How can I help?” I asked.

Imogen gave me a very nervous smile and took my hand in hers. “Just being here helps. Gives me courage. But if you could tap into Shard while this takes place, I might be able to draw on your strength to fuel my usage of Harmiel.”

Alexander’s frown was sharp. “Open a direct conduit between Harmiel and the source blade?”

“Filtered through my own soul,” said Imogen, “and my cosmic bond with Noah. The connection won’t be direct.”

“So you say,” said Alexander. 

“The power of Shard might alert the parasite,” said Inixia. “Undoing your very attempt to evade its notice.”

“My own magical reservoir has grown very low.” Imogen removed her glasses and rubbed them on her dress. “Over the past week the parasite has begun drinking ever deeper of my reserves, and even constant rest does little to replenish me. Without Shard’s help, I doubt I’d be able to cast this spell, even for a few seconds.”

Inixia gave a stiff nod, her pallid face grim.

“What do we do if this goes wrong?” I asked. “Or if I start seeing it go wrong?”

Imogen replaced her glasses on the bridge of her nose, and even I barely noticed her hand shaking. “This cannot go wrong. As soon as the parasite drains my reservoir of power it will begin drinking from my mind, till I am reduced to a senseless corpse. Either this works tonight, or…”

I sat a little straighter. “Understood.”

“Let us begin,” said Imogen. “Inixia, Alexander, I beg your indulgence. I’m going to explain this so that Noah can follow along. He has been practicing and will benefit from guidance. Ready?”

I nodded. 

“Prectilliously.”

We all stared at him.

“No? You don’t know that word…?”

“Never heard of it,” I said.

 “Never mind.” Alexander gave a defiant toss of his head. “Then: yes. Short and sweet, concise as I can make it. I am prepared.”

“I am ready,” said Inixia, her voice almost mechanical in contrast to Alex’s heightened emotion.

“Very well. Let’s close our eyes. Focus on your breath. Don’t change it yet. Simply observe it. Breath is life. Soft. In through your nose, out through your mouth. Observe.”

We sat in silence for what I guessed to be a few minutes. I shifted up into seiza and rested my hands in my lap. As before, I allowed my thoughts to drift. Images came and went like clouds before the sun. Thoughts. Memories. I saw Ella twist and fall. Brielle lying beside me, her eyes heavy-lidded, mouth curving up in delight. A pang of sorrow. Emma laughing as she rode beside me on a scooter during our freshman summer trip to the Keys, my leaning into the curve and nearly having a heart attack as the wheels skidded. 

Fears. Hopes. I let them go. Accepted them. Didn’t dwell. My breath a constant throughout. Slowly, by degrees, I sank deeper into a state of calm. Seiza had always been a refuge for me. A way to transition from the real world to practice in the dojo. A demarcation, a boundary line. It signaled to my body that I was about to engage in a different practice. My thoughts grew more infrequent. 

My mother knitting by the fireplace, listening to NPR as snow fell outside. 

Nothing for a while but darkness. 

My father hefting his entire toolbox to go ‘round the back of the house and fix the screen door. Calling for me to come help him for the first time ever.

Darkness.

Breathe. In and out. And in my mind’s eye, something new arose. Two eyes. Lurid, as if traced in neon lights of purple, orange, electric blue, and smoldering red. Hovering just within my eyelids. Not another. A part of me. Something from within. 

I tried to let it pass. Clouds before the sun. 

The eyes remained. 

No detail to them. Twin glowing orbs. Owl eyes, I thought. I felt a mild buzzing sensation in my head. 

I gazed back, but there was no depth to them. Like two burnished bronze shields, surrounded by virulent lines of color. Potent. Powerful. Primitive. Primal.

And something within me grew calm. My next breath was deeper than I’d anticipated. I inhaled and kept inhaling. Chest swelling. Shoulders rising. A smooth, deep, powerful inhalation that seemed without end. 

And all the while those burnished eyes watched me, as bright and righteous and pitiless as the sun.

No other thoughts occurred to me. No clouds before these twin suns. 

My whole body felt light. The aches and constant pains melted away. My muscles liquid. 

“Now,” said Imogen, voice seeming to come from a great distance. “Focus on your first sanskara. Muladhara. Feel it in the depths of your core. Feel its weight, its slumbering power in your pelvic floor. Reach for it. Sense it. Embrace it.”

This was as far as I’d ever gotten. Imogen’s words at this point ceased to feel actionable and instead became theoretical; I knew I should sense something, embrace something, but what I had no clue. Here I’d stay, in seiza, waiting, listening to the rest of her lecture, but unable to proceed.

Not this time.

The twin golden eyes faded away, and instead, my thoughts descended to the tension I felt in my very depths. I descended as if diving deep into a dark, sea-floor penetrating shaft, down, down, down. But this time I didn’t find a sparking mass of severed wires. Instead, a large, beautiful flower of the deepest incarnadine hues appeared, petals folded closed, a burnished ruby gem of a flower, infinitely precious, alive with power, radiating strength and need and desire and hunger and so much more.

Shielded by the power of seiza I was able to marvel without breaking my meditation. I hovered over the flower whose size was at once that of a king-size bed and small enough to fit in my palm. 

Muladhara, I thought. My first sanskara. The source of levenbolt.

But more. The very air around me wasn’t black - I wasn’t in a dark shaft at all. I floated in a ruby light, subtle and soft, as if I were back in the womb, comforting and intimate. Nurturing. Home. 

“Now, clear your reservoir,” said Imogen. “Focus on your sanskara, sink your consciousness into it, allow it to respond to you, to open. Then, once you have gained admittance, allow your power to filter through you and grow clear.”

The calm of my meditation trembled as I felt doubt. Uncertainty. But I inhaled deeply once more and rose, surged up to where I knew not, and there once more before me were those two glowing eyes. A presence I couldn’t fathom. A being I couldn’t understand. But before that being, I felt myself grow calm. A new certainty suffused me. A sense of purpose. A flowering of intuition, of instinct, so once again I dove, down, down to where the Muladhara flower waited.

For me.

I floated above it once more, armed now with a quiet, inviolable sense of rightness, and extended myself out to the great flower. Stretched forth my arms, or whatever their spiritual equivalent was, and felt the sanskara. Vital. Warm to the touch like sun-warmed stone. Fleshy and smooth. Power flowing through the thick petals. An endless source of wonder. A font of strength. 

I exhaled, a slow, soundless breath, and as I breathed out the sanskara trembled. The petals rippled, and then, to my endless wonder, began to open. 

And the rose-colored world in which I hovered was suffused with this glorious sense of safety and fearlessness. I sensed my mother’s arms around me, holding me close, rocking me gently as she sang me to sleep. Felt the warmth of belonging. A deep and endless state of peace and security.

And within my soul, countless cracks and chasms began to heal over. Holes and tears. Tears came to my eyes as doubts and guilt fell away. Bitter memories and recriminations. In their place flowed a healing balm of primal innocence. 

The petals continued to open, peeling back, and within the flower’s core, I saw thousands of rubies, packed tightly together and arranged in a complex spiral. I gazed deep into the heart of the sanskara, marveling, and felt the sanskara connect with me, regard me in turn, and I shuddered with surprise and profound amazement as the very air around us - no, the magic - began to swirl down and into the flower, under and up into its gem heart, to then flood forth and into me, an invisible stream that I felt as a rushing torrent into the very core of my being. 

I threw my head back, transfixed, and closed my eyes. Sank into that sensation, that endless, soundless tumbling pressure akin to lying beneath a waterfall, and simply existed. All thought fell away, and I was but the sum of my sensations - until at last the intensity of the pouring began to fade, and I opened my eyes to see that I now hovered in a clear infinity, the rose tint having faded away from everything but the flower, which seemed even more refulgent than before, a rose-colored center to my all and everything.

I marveled. I’d done it. I’d cleansed my reservoir. I’d removed Muladhara’s influence from my magic. 

Imogen was talking. Guiding the others through the next steps, working up the sanskara line to the more advanced levels, so I listened with but half an ear, enjoying the rapture of hovering in the clearness of my own might. Reveling in the sense of wholesomeness, of safety. Here, within my own reservoir, nothing could touch me. Harm me. I was invincible. Profoundly and utterly secure, forever.

Finally, Imogen’s voice penetrated my sanctum once more. “Now, with your reservoirs cleansed, it’s time to ground. Detach from your sanskaras. Release your connections. Allow them to close and rise once more to the land of the living.”

I drew back from the flower. Flew slowly up, away from its glow, and as I did the petals curved back over, concealing its gem heart. The scintillating core became hidden from view, and as it was my old spiritual wounds came gently back into being. My doubts. My fears. My regrets. The painful awareness of every shortcoming I’d ever had, every mistake, every person I’d hurt. My state of innocence crumbled away, and I became myself once more, fallible, mortal, destined to fail as much as succeed. 

Noah Kilmartin.

I rose higher and the clearness darkened until everything was black, and for a brief moment, I gazed once more into those glowing, burnished eyes. An owl? I gazed back, bereft by the loss of that state of innocence, and then with a shuddering exhalation I opened my eyes and was back in the tent with the others.

Who were all staring at me. 

My cheeks were soaked with tears. Seiza shattered, and suddenly I was heaving for breath as if I’d just sprinted a mile up a steep hill. Doubt crashed through me like an endless tidal wave, a sense of rising panic. I felt useless, worn, a failure of a person -

“Stop.” Imogen’s voice cracked like a whip, and I froze, feeling her will curl about me like bands of heated iron. 

“Calm down,” she said, and I realized what was going on even as my breathing slowed, my shoulders relaxed, and my racing heart ceased pounding.

Psyche-imperium.

“You must be excreting all over me,” said Alexander, eyes wide. “Did he just break into the third circle right before our eyes?”

Imogen reached out to touch my hand only to draw her fingers back. “Noah? Did you connect with your sanskara?” Then she frowned and made a symbol with her hand, releasing me, and the bands of control fell away.

“I - yes.” With her imposed calm gone, I felt the panic slowly creeping back in. “But why do I feel so bad? So… so useless?”

“As inopportune as this is amazing,” said Inixia. “Noah, you are experiencing the first and worst withdrawal you will ever feel from Muladhara. The sanskara of your most basic needs, your desire for survival, safety. Connecting with it allows you to release your fears. You have gone from a state of pristine bliss back to your normal being. Most practitioners prepare for this breakthrough with friends and loved ones present to reassure them, to help them transition back into a state of normalcy.” Inixia turned to Imogen. “You didn’t see this coming?”

“No,” said Imogen, growing agitated, reaching up to brush back her bangs, face pale. “Noah, I’m - you shouldn’t take part -”

“Wait,” I said. I clenched my jaw and resisted a series of shudders that wanted to ripple through me. “I’ve - I’ve got this.”

“Got this?” asked Alexander, and then gave a disbelieving titter. “Got this?”

“This is my normal self,” I said, to myself rather than to them. “This is how it feels to be Noah. This is me. Accept it.” I closed my eyes and hunched my shoulders. Lowered my chin. “Fucking accept it.”

“What is he doing?” whispered Alexander. “Imogen? What the hell is the savior of the universe doing?”

I hovered in chaos. Darkness roiled all around me. Veins of fleshy red light appeared and faded away. Motes of electric blue, royal purple. Wherever I gazed showers of cadmium yellow sparks fell from nowhere only to recede and disappear.

C’mon, I thought. Come here, you fucking owl. I can’t fail Imogen. I can’t fall apart when she needs me most. I won’t. 

Nothing. I hovered within the darkness behind my eyes. Without a connection to Muladhara. Without the benefit of seiza. Adrift like a piece of flotsam in a storm-wracked sea.

I took a deep breath. Felt my chest shaking. Tremors running through my whole body as if every muscle wanted to contract and expand at the same time. I stared into that darkness, focused my thoughts into a single spear, and then hurled them deep into that awful infinity with a single cry: COME!

And the twin eyes opened before me, vast like the eyes of a titan, blind and yet all-seeing, gazing through me, burning me to cinders, twin suns that cared not for me yet answered my call. I thought again of an owl, that kind of glowing, severe, predatory focus, and in their gaze, I burned, was purified, and found myself, found my strength.

My chest was straining. I couldn’t hold my breath any longer. But in that searing gaze, I no longer needed to. 

Smoothly, effortlessly, I exhaled. A sense of calm control washed over me and I opened my eyes.

The three mages were staring at me, stunned.

“I told you,” I said to Alexander, my voice resonant. “I’ve got this. Proceed, Imogen.”

“Wait,” said Alexander. “Hold up. What was that? Inixia? Imogen? Hello? Information, please. What did - how did he - I mean -”

“Noah?” Imogen was watching me wide-eyed. “What did you just do?”

“I mastered myself,” I said.

Inixia licked her lower lip which was painted a perfect black. “That… that is… impressive.”

I held Imogen’s gaze then reached out and took her gloved hand. Brought it up to my lips and kissed her knuckles, never dropping her gaze. “I’m here for you, Imogen. You’re not alone, and you never again will be. I’m ready. Let’s do this.”

She flushed, perhaps the very first time I’d ever seen her blush, and then tears glimmered in the corners of her eyes as she gave me a tremulous smile. “Yes. I know, Noah. I believe you.”

Out of the corner of my eye, I could see Alexander fanning himself.

“Very well,” said Imogen, sitting up straight once more. “It’s time. I’m going to reach for Harmiel and seek to slip out from under the parasite’s notice. Alexander, Inixia, please prepare yourselves. Since you might have difficulty detecting me due to the very nature of Harmiel, I’ll let you know when to cast. Noah? I’m going to hold your hand. Be prepared. When I need you, you’ll sense my draw. Just… let your power flow into me, as much as you can.”

On some distant level, I was marveling at my own calm. A very small part of me wanted to dance and cheer over this breakthrough, but that voice was barely audible and I turned away from it. Instead, I simply nodded to Imogen, who released my hand and raised her own to begin tugging at the fingers of her gloves. 

I never looked away from her eyes. She didn’t look away from mine either. She pulled her white glove, the entire sinuous length of it which extended nearly to her shoulder. Dropped it in her lap, so that the sliding, dark tattoos that swirled over her skin were starkly visible in the light of the brazier. 

They felt like a bruise in my eyesight. Made me want to squint and look away, or instead stare directly at them, try to figure out their shape and form. Instead, still holding Imogen’s gaze, I reached out and took her bare hand in mine.

Her skin was smooth, soft, cool. Utterly normal to the touch. In her eyes, I saw fear. Fear of me. Fear of my rejecting her. A vulnerability that Imogen never otherwise displayed. 

So I pulled her hand to my lips once more and kissed her tattooed knuckles. Staring deep into her eyes all the while.

Tears flooded her gaze and she bounced her knees briefly before closing her eyes tight, tears overflowing and running down her cheeks.

“Here for you,” I whispered, and she nodded, lips tightly pursed, fighting to open her eyes and unable to do so.

I lowered her hand to my knee, and with my other drew Shard. Its perfect blade slid free with a subtle metallic rasp, and its hilt in my palm felt fantastic, solid and real and reassuring. A part of me. I’d never felt this connected to it before, and without my consciously willing it the blade incandesced, a soft, subtle golden glow, filling the inside of the tent with its aureate light.

“Ready,” I whispered.

Imogen inhaled deeply then nodded one last time and opened her eyes. Squeezed my hand tightly, and exhaled, a slow, measured breath in which I knew she was centering herself. Gathering her magical p owers. 

“I begin,” was all she said and closed her eyes once more.

I closed mine too. The burnished eyes were gone, but that was all right. A column of gold had appeared in my center. Something I’d never seen before. A filament of the purest sunlight. I reached out and closed my hand around it, and immediately began to descend, back down into my reservoir, which I soon reached so that I hovered once again over the slumbering Muladhara. 

I gazed at the flower but made no attempt to open it. Instead, I simply waited, deep within my reservoir. A few hints of rose tinctured the air here and there, the slightest of hues, and I realized that already I’d begun to inflect my magic again. No matter. The coloration was minimal. I held tightly to the golden thread and waited.

Time seemed to stand still. 

Then I sensed a pull from beyond and at the same time a conduit between myself and that entity. A flowing line from the golden filament that extended out beyond my sense of self. It was hard to wrap my mind around, but it had to be my connection to Imogen. It seemed to stem from the filament itself, that burning center to my reservoir, and not quite knowing what I was doing I poured my mind into that conduit and sought to pull the entity that sought access into myself.

I’m sure there were all kinds of arcane and mystical names for what I was trying to do, elaborate techniques and mantras that would streamline and improve the process, but I was left to fumble and work by instinct. 

An aperture appeared, and immediately my magic began to pour forth through it. I felt the invisible power in which I swam grow turbulent as it was drawn out of me, and could sense in turn Imogen drinking deep. 

The rate at which she consumed my magic was alarming; I’d thought my reservoir large, but as the aperture widened, I realized she was going to drain me in moments. 

Instinct kicked in once more. I reached out and closed my hand about the golden filament, and in doing so felt a jolt as if I’d touched a live wire. Power flooded into me, and I heard a soaring series of choral notes as if a choir of angels had suddenly awoken and given voice. 

My reservoir began to refill.

Yet through the aperture, I now sensed a third presence. Something dark and dangerous. I had a brief visual impression of an octopus, something squid-like that was wrapping its tentacles around Imogen, and moved my awareness closer so I could observe it.

The vision I received was disorienting to the point of nausea. The parasite floated large in my vision, as massive as a house, its tentacles writhing and flailing at nothing as it sought to ensnare Imogen whom I could sense but not see. The power of Harmiel was allowing her to avoid direct notice, but not yet escape the parasite itself.

Several things happened at once. A subtle green light began to play around the parasite’s many arms, making it move lethargically, while a great curving wall of pearlescent light sprang into being just before it. 

Alexander and Inixia. 

Immediately Imogen’s draw on my own power redoubled. The parasite’s arms divided and doubled in number, and these plastered themselves to Inixia’s ward like the suckered tentacles of an octopus within a tank. From a great distance I heard Inixia grunt with strain, and then her ward began to deform, a funnel appearing in its center through which the parasite began to pour itself.

I opened my eyes. Inixia’s pallid face was bathed in sweat, cords standing out in her neck, her eyes wide open but unseeing. 

“It’s using its connection to you to circumvent my ward,” she hissed.

Alexander was swaying back and forth, eyes scrunched closed as he gestured at the air before him as if weaving a complex tapestry by hand. 

Imogen was shaking, teeth gritted, her hand white-knuckled as she gripped mine. “I can’t… it’s following me… sensing me despite…”

Alarm flared within me. It wasn’t working. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and dove down, back to my sanskara, to the aperture which was narrowing by the moment.

Peering through, I saw that the parasite had poured itself through the ward and was now enveloping a shimmering empty space. Squeezing it, probing at its edges with the tips of its tentacles as if seeking cracks into which to insert itself.

Inixia let out a cry and her ward disappeared altogether. The green light that played over the parasite seemed to be having no effect.

I had to do something.

But what?

Even with Shard, my power was running out. Fighting to remain calm, I gritted my teeth and extended my arm through the aperture. 

It worked. I could push through our connection to reach Imogen. 

But I had no blade. No means to attack the parasite. Nothing to work with.

I turned back to my reservoir. Muladhara was closed and quiet. The only other element was the burning filament, that rope of searing golden-white fire. 

What was it? How had I not seen it before? Shard? But my connection to Imogen seemed to bond with the filament. 

There was no time. I flew to it and grabbed it tightly with both hands.

Alexander was shouting something in the dim background.

The filament bulged and gave beneath my pull. Not knowing what I was doing, I flew to the aperture and then plunged through it, out of my reservoir and into the conduit itself. It felt like swimming up a waterfall, unnatural and exhilarating and draining beyond all measure. But I had enough power left to surge right up to the parasite.

It was foul beyond belief. Its skin was scabrous and lesioned, a filthy purple-black that faded to a tumorous yellow under each tentacle. No eyes that I could see and the tentacles were fluid, melting into each other and then dividing anew as it sought to capture Imogen altogether.

Who appeared within the center of its grasp even as I heard her moan and keel over into my lap somewhere far, far away.

Imogen hung like one suspended under water, lifeless, eyes closed, but just before the parasite could plunge its score of tentacles into her I threw a loop of the golden fire about its octopoidal head and yanked it back.

The parasite vibrated in agony. The filament dug deep, blistering and blackening its flesh, cutting through its hide so that I thought for a moment it might sever the monstrosity in two. But no - the filament dug in deep but only so far.

The parasite remained focused on Imogen, straining against my rope to reach her, but again I looped the cord of fire which seemed able to stretch endlessly, lassoed it about the head so that it was encircled once more, and this time I heard a distant, head-splitting screech.

I floated back, stunned, sick to my stomach, head reeling as I watched the parasite fight the cords of fire. Imogen remained trapped within its cage of tentacles, but it couldn’t seem to attack her any further. It raged and fought, but the more it did so the deeper the filaments cut, until at last, it stilled, body pulsing, tentacles shifting, and grew quiet.

I allowed myself to be swept back into my reservoir. The moment I returned the aperture snapped shut as if it had never been except for the two ends of the burning filament which now seemed to extend out into nothingness. 

With a gasp, I opened my eyes and nearly fell over. Alexander was moving Imogen onto her back, his face waxen with strain. Inixia was propping herself up on one arm, panting for breath, shoulders rising and falling in an almost violent manner.

“No no no,” Alexander whispered. “Imogen?”

“She’s all right,” I said, surprised at how hoarse my voice sounded. I felt as weak as a leaf. 

“All right?” Alexander sat back on his heels and glared at me. “I’d say she’s far from -”

“Noah?” Imogen’s eyes fluttered open. I still held her hand. 

“I’ve got you,” I said, leaning over her and smiling. “I’m here.”

“… far from all right,” said Alexander, voice faltering. 

“Thank you,” said Imogen. “So tired. Must sleep.” 

I caressed her cheek and watched as she closed her eyes and went limp.

“Noah.” Alexander’s voice was brittle. “What did you do?”

“I… I don’t really know.” I reached for Imogen’s glove and plucked it from the floor. “I was within my reservoir, floating of Muladhara when Imogen opened a hole where our companion connection was and drained me of energy. I saw the parasite -”

“Wait,” said Inixia, struggling to sit upright. “You saw the parasite?”

“Yeah. It was attacking her. I saw it pierce your ward, saw it shake off Alex’s Green Path magic, and then envelop Imogen who was invisible right up until she wasn’t.”

The two mages exchanged a look. 

“That’s – what - a form of Oneiromancy?” asked Alexander.

“No, he wasn’t asleep. The sixth sanskara seems correct, however. Or perhaps seventh? He might have been operating along a spiritual connection to his higher self.”

“Seventh isn’t possible,” scoffed Alexander. “He’s barely reached the third circle in the first. Perhaps fourth, the bridge between matter and spirit. The companion connection connects to the heart, does it not?”

“Perhaps, but -”

“Excuse me,” I said. “What are you both talking about?”

They both regarded me. 

“We don’t rightly know,” said Alexander. “This might be a realm that belongs strictly to saviors and their companions. I’ve never heard of the like, however.”

“Regardless,” said Inixia. She pushed her shoulders back and raised her chin so that she once again sat in her rigid posture. “What happened next?”

“I… well, I took hold of this golden wire that runs through my reservoir and pulled it through the hole toward Imogen and the parasite, where I tied it around -”

Alexander let out a high-pitched bark of laughter then immediately covered his mouth. “I’m sorry. Excuse me. I have an allergic reaction to absolute insanity. You what?”

“Compose yourself,” Inixia said. “He is the savior. Who knows what powers he may wield, what abilities he has yet to uncover. This golden wire. What was it?”

“I… I don’t know?” I glanced from one to the other. “I was hoping you could tell me? It wasn’t there the first time, but only after I drew Shard?”

“A connection to the divine,” said Alexander. “Shard itself? Or perhaps…”

“It is fruitless to speculate,” said Inixia. “Let us assume that it pertains to your status as savior. What did you do with this… wire?”

“I wrapped it around the parasite. It was about to consume Imogen. It struggled but then relaxed, as if trapped. Then I was sucked back into my reservoir, the hole sealed up, and I awoke.”

They both stared at me, lips pursed, blinking in stupefaction.

“He was interacting with the parasite,” said Alexander. “Which, to be clear, is a theoretical construct contained within the spell cast by the Hexenmagus. It has no true corporal self. He…” The green-suited mage trailed off.

“He engaged with the curse on a metaphysical level,” said Inixia, voice level despite how wide her eyes were. 

“I don’t get it,” I said. “The parasite’s in her temple right here, right?” I indicated the grey mottle on her skin. “So… I just attacked it from another angle.”

“No, Noah,” said Inixia. “What you did is akin to…”

“Akin to fighting a monster by entering the page of a book in which it is described,” said Alexander. “There is no actual monster, just letters describing it, yet you fought it nonetheless.” He tapped his lips. “Perhaps the visualization was a metaphor for his interactions on a runic level?”

Inixia shook her head in wonder. “Who the fuck knows? But you saw my ward? You saw Alex’s magic?”

“You didn’t?” I asked.

“No,” they both said in unison.

“Healing magic does not involve any visualization,” explained Inixia. “One layers magic upon the wound. Undoing a curse is similar; one does not see what takes place, but rather simply pours your power into the afflicted area or person while guiding it through gestures and spells.”

“Huh,” I said. “Well, I saw your ward. It glowed white, but the parasite managed to cause it to dimple and then like create a funnel through it which allowed it to pass.”

Inixia nodded slowly. “That’s correct. It didn’t shatter my ward, but rather somehow slipped through it without ever passing its surface.”

“It manipulated the topography of your ward,” said Alexander. “Astounding. Who the hell was this Hexenmagus that assaulted us in Illington?”

“Whoever he was he’s not dead,” I said. “Unfortunately.”

“This is Ghogiel,” said Inixia, voice bleak. “There will be any number of potent Hexenmagi wandering the land.”

I blinked, fatigue bearing down on me. “Great.”

“You need to rest,” said Alexander, moving forward to catch my shoulder. “Both of you. Here. Lie down. Inixia, help me with his boots?”

“No.”

“Very well, very well, I’ll do it. Take care of Imogen at any rate?”

It was hard to relax. I lay down, Alexander lifting my head to slide a soft bundle beneath it. Inixia rather reluctantly straightened Imogen by my side. It felt as if my whole body were made of lead. 

Both magi continued to make us comfortable, and I heard snatches of their conversation but couldn’t make much sense of it. Someone closed my hand around Shard’s hilt, and I held it tight. 

Then one of them doused the brazier, and the tent went dark. I closed my eyes. I had never in all my life been so tired. 

I half turned toward Imogen, whose face was already turned toward mine. Our brows touched, and she brought her knees up so that she curled into a ball. It was the most natural thing in the world to drape my arm over her, pull her in close.

We slept.

 


Chapter 23

 


 

I awoke at dawn, Imogen’s gloved fingers gently caressing my head once more, her face but inches from my own on our makeshift pillows. 

In the wan light I could barely make out her features, but I didn’t need to; by now I knew her face by heart. We lay there in silence, her leg insinuated between mine, her one arm folded across her chest, the other resting on my shoulder as she ran her fingers through my hair.

“Hey,” I whispered.

“Hey,” she whispered back.

“How are you feeling?”

“I’m all right. To my surprise. I thought it was all over there at the last.”

“We came close.”

“But you saved me.”

“Well…” I moved my head from side to side. “Yes. I guess I did.”

Her teeth were bright in the gloom, her smile wry. “So modest.”

“Heroes aren’t supposed to be modest.”

“That what you are?”

“You tell me.”

“Yes,” she said and leaned forward to kiss me softly on the lips. “My hero.”

I pulled her in closer, sliding my arm around her, and we kissed, a new kind of kiss, without passion but infused with something more tender. For a while, there was nothing but the soft sounds of lips against each other, but before I could get any ideas she drew back, tracing a line down my cheeks.

“Tell me.”

So I did. In greater detail than I’d told Alexander and Inixia, from the very start to the very end. She didn’t interrupt once, but simply listened with solemn intensity. When I was finally done she raised her head to prop it on her hand and studied me with a subtle frown. 

“I’ve never heard the like.”

“That’s what Alexander and Inixia said.” It felt amazing to just lie there with her. To be this close without feeling self-conscious. To just be. “Alexander looked personally insulted.”

“If I had to guess, I would say we’ve strayed into the unique realm of savior-inflected magic. Nobody has done any serious studies on the bonds that appear between savior and their companions. The very thought was considered… impious. Nor have previous saviors spoken much of it beyond the basics that we already knew.”

“But where does that leave us?” I asked, then reached up to touch the gray lines that marbled her temple. “The parasite’s not gone. Just tied up, for now.”

“Yes.” She bit her lower lip which made her look eminently kissable, and seeing no reason for restraint I raised my face to hers and kissed her. She returned the kiss but was distracted, so I let my head fall back to the pillow. “I would guess that we’re at an impasse. You’ve temporarily constrained the parasite, but you have not defeated it. I might be able to work some minor magic without strengthening it to the point that it can slip your bonds, but I’ll have to be careful.”

“That’s not a long-term solution.”

“No. But I’m afraid we’re left with only one option. We’re going to have to capture a Hexenmagus who can remove the curse themselves.”

“That… doesn’t sound like a good idea for like a thousand different reasons.”

“I agree,” said Imogen. “But I can’t think of any other way to handle it. My abilities with Hexenmagic are clearly insufficient. The parasite may be neutralized, but for who knows how long? And at what cost to yourself?”

We didn’t speak for a while, both sunken in our thoughts, brows touching, noses almost so.

“But…” she said at last. “Thank you.”

“Anytime. That’s what people who care about each other do for each other, right?”

She shifted minutely, tucking in her chin just a fraction. “I’ll take your word for it.”

I pulled back a few inches to get a better look at her face. “What? You didn’t have anyone who cared for you back home?”

She watched me mutely in response.

“Your family?” I asked.

“They sold me to the academy when I was five.”

“Sold you…?”

“It’s customary where I’m from. The money is necessary. It symbolizes a quid pro quo that officially severs the family bond, making it so that my blood relations have no claim on me thereafter.”

I frowned. “Wait. Where are you from again? I don’t think you ever told me.”

“No,” she said. “I never did. I don’t much like thinking about my past.”

“You don’t have to -”

“Ingessar.”

I hesitated. “Your homeworld?”

“No. The nation to which I belonged. Where I’m from we don’t think in terms of ‘worlds’ or ‘planets’ as you do. There are seven nations which divide a single large continent between them, though a few decades ago trading ships made contact with another country across the sea from which they brought back strange fruit, disease, and much talk of colonies and possible war. Ingessar is one of the smaller countries of Ongennis, which is what we call the continent.”

“And they buy children there.”

“If they show magical talent they do. Ingessar is small but powerful; we’re the most advanced when it comes to magical research, development, and the sheer number of practitioners, in large part due to the theocracy that rules all aspects of civic and religious life. Every year children over the age of four are tested for magical ability, right up until they turn twenty one. These are then purchased for a nominal amount, and sent to study at one of the cathedral academies.”

“And that’s what happened to you.”

Imogen nodded. 

“And… nobody there cared for you.”

“Many were invested in my career. I showed great potential. A prodigy, I was told. I was driven hard and given many privileges in exchange for very high expectations, which I was usually able to meet.”

“Then - how did you end up at Bastion?”

Imogen gave a soft laugh. “That’s a long story. Another time, perhaps.”

I frowned. “I want to know more about you.”

“You will.” She moved a little closer. “But right now I need to thank you for saving my life.”

“You already did - oh.”

Her hand slid under the drawstrings of my pants and the smooth, cottony touch of her gloved fingers took hold of my shaft.

She gave me an innocent smile. “This girl pays her dues.”

“And how exactly are you going to do that?” I shifted, giving her better access so that her hand slid all the way down to cup my balls. My pants were still too tight across her wrist, however, so I quickly undid the knot, and suddenly she had room to maneuver.

“Like this,” she whispered, and moved her face down over my chest, past my stomach, to push my pants down and draw my cock out. Moved further down, so she was positioned below me, between my legs, my cock between us, and brought her face close to it, her lips right to my head but not touching it yet.

“You don’t mind if I touch myself, do you?” Her voice had taken on a playfully innocent tone, and I saw her other hand slide down between her own legs, disappearing under her black skirt. She worked it under her panties, and then slid it all the way down so that I knew her fingers were touching her pussy.

I was going to answer when she sucked the head of my dick into her mouth and pulled right back, so I was in there for less than a second, her lips smacking from her own suction as I sprang free. Her eyes were locked with mine as she did, and again she kissed my head, turning her head from one side to another, her lips smacking each time she took my cock into her mouth and pulled back again.

Her hand worked slowly under her skirt, and then she pulled it free to grasp the base of my cock and start working her mouth up and down my shaft, moaning slightly as she did so, her lips extending down its length as she pulled back, up and down, then pulling away to kiss it all the way down its side.

“Right now this cock is mine,” she whispered, pulling back and meeting my eyes again. “Nobody else’s. You might give it to Brielle soon, or Sarah, or anyone else you want. But right now? It’s just mine.”

Fuck. I had to fight the urge to roll my eyes up and drop my head back onto my pillow as she began to bob her head up and down my cock, moaning as she did so, only to plunge her head down almost all the way to the base and hold it there, brow creasing as if with effort, expression growing plaintive.

I wanted to buck my hips up, to sink my cock all the way in, could feel the tightness of her throat around the head, and then she pulled back with a gasp and spat down the length of it and grinned at me, an expression that was full of pure filthy delight.

“Damn, Imogen,” I groaned. “What are you doing to me?”

“Nothing,” she said, smiling with mock innocence once more. This time she took my cock slowly into her mouth, rubbing the underside with her tongue as she went, moaning as she did so, deeper, down my shaft, her brow creasing again, till my cock head hit the back of her throat. She shuddered and pulled back, cheeks hollowing from the suction, gasping for breath as my cock fell free, spit running down her chin. 

She made no move to wipe it.

I was dying. My dick felt as hard as rebar. Holding my gaze, she took me into her mouth again and moved slowly down the shaft, tongue flicking around my length till I hit the back of her throat.

I wanted to writhe from the intensity of the sensation but couldn’t tear my eyes away from hers.

Frowning, pretending distress, she pushed deeper onto my cock. I felt my shaft bend just enough to push past and into her throat. She gagged, making wet noises as she pushed deeper, and I saw her throat bulge as she took all of me. 

Her tongue continued to work the underside of my cock and then her nose buried itself in my pubic hair, her eyes still on mine, her chin against my balls, and I felt her swallow, her whole throat contracting down the length of my cock.

It was too much. I didn’t know what to do with myself. I wanted to grab her by the back of the head and push even harder. To lift my hips off the bed, to pull her up over me and slide inside her pussy so I could fuck her into oblivion. 

She pulled away, choking and gasping as she did so, spit running down her chin even more, and then back down, faster this time, taking all of me into her throat. This time she reached up and took my hand, brought it down, wrapped it around her neck, and then began bobbing up and down so I felt my cock swelling and retreating from her throat, over and over again.

With a cry she reared back, my dick springing free, and I half sat up in concern only to be pushed back down.

Imogen smiled, a strand of spit hanging from her chin. “This time when I put your hand there, I want you to squeeze.”

I didn’t know what to say. I simply gaped at her and then lay back.

Imogen lowered herself between my thighs again and kissed the tip of my cock. Took it gently between her lips and slid down with enough ease that I knew she’d been playacting before. Down all the way, my cock hitting the back of her throat and sliding down it again. She moaned, tongue massaging me once more, and I watched, transfixed, as she closed her eyes as if in pain and took my hand again.

I closed my fingers around her throat, around the bulge that my cock made there, and when she began to bob her head I squeezed.

It felt - I don’t know how to describe it. Her throat was so fucking tight, ridged and strange and delirious, and when I squeezed it only grew more so. She went faster, cupping my balls, face pressing over and over again into my pubic hair, braids dancing back and forth, eyes shut, groaning and licking my cock until I couldn’t hold it back anymore.

I came convulsively, exploding down her throat, lifting my hips, releasing her as I grabbed hold of the sheets and twisted, feeling as if I’d been transfixed by a mortal blow. 

Imogen rode me out. Kept me deep inside her the whole way, swallowing me with each spurt, face pressed hard against my crotch, gulping and taking me until at last, I fell back on the bed, spent, used up, destroyed.

Only then did she slowly pull back, in no hurry, my cock sliding free along with ropes of spit, for her to sit up on her heels and wipe her chin with the back of her gloved hand.

“That was… holy shit, I mean…” I opened and closed my eyes several times in an effort to gain focus. My skin felt superheated, my blood was rushing with adrenaline and whatever else got dumped into your system after a crazy orgasm.

“There. I think I’ve expressed my thanks adequately.” Imogen’s smile was a quiet, pleased one, and she slid up alongside me to prop her head on her palm. “Wouldn’t you say?”

“That… how did you…?”

“Hmm?”

I forced myself to gather my thoughts. “That didn’t… hurt, did it?”

Her expression grew serious. “What? When you choked me with your hand as I choked upon your cock?”

I felt a pang of guilt. Had I -?

But then she grinned again. “A little. But it was worth it, to make you come like that. I was wondering if you were going to pass out.”

I rubbed at my face. “Holy crap but I almost did. You’re insane. You’re amazing.”

Her smile grew a trifle wider. “Why thank you.”

I raised up and kissed her, then fell back down, still feeling light-headed. “God damn. And you’re going to travel with me the whole way across the universe?”

“Mmhmm,” she said once more. “That’s the plan.”

I draped an arm over my eyes. It was too much. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was. “God… damn.”

We just lay there for a spell, her head on my shoulder, until voices outside roused us from our lethargy. I made out Danrath’s low rumble, Brielle, and a few others.

“Time to rise,” said Imogen, sitting up and riffling her bangs in place. “Can I just tell you that living in a sphere without adequate bathing water is really starting to get old?”

“I’ve been actively not thinking about that for a while,” I said. “Please don’t make me consider such matters.”

“Fair enough.” Imogen smoothed down her apron, took up a small water bottle and then led the way outside.

It was just past dawn. Brielle and Danrath were standing by last night’s campfire, a knot of Dead Men just beyond them, and their conversation ended as we emerged.

“There he is,” said Brielle. “You can ask him, not me.”

And for the first time, I saw Danrath look abashed.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Ah - nothing, really. Was just sounding out her highness here on an idea I had. Turns out she don’t like to be sounded.”

Imogen swished her mouth and spat, then handed me the bottle. I did the same, the ever-present taste of ash and silt something I relished removing each morning. “What idea?”

“Nothing, really. Just seeing as we’re traveling together, even training together -”

“We’re not training together,” said Brielle. “Your men are aping Noah who is fumbling through the lessons I set him. There’s a difference.”

Danrath paused, considering his options, then simply nodded. “Be that as it may, I was talking with the men and we’re singularly honored to have been chosen by you, Noah. So we’d like to rename our band the Savior’s Men, if it don’t offend you any, and pledge ourselves to you for as long as our paths remain the same.”

“Savior’s Men?” I glanced from Danrath to the Dead Men beyond him, half of whom nodded, the other half looking determined.

“Aye.” Danrath squared his shoulders. “It’s what we all are, the entire crusade, really, but we’d like to just say it the way we feel. That all right with you?”

“I mean - sure. Yeah. Thank you, Danrath.” The urge to equivocate, to hem and haw, was strong, but instead, I simply grinned at him. “The Savior’s Men. I’m honored to have such a worthy band to travel with.”

His craggy features broke into a grin, and he stepped forward, hand extended. We clasped forearms and the men behind him gave a muted cheer.

“No need to change anything,” said Danrath, stepping back. “Don’t mean to impose on you. But we’ll be changing our banner, I reckon. You have any preference?”

I rubbed at my stubbled jaw. A week more and it would be a beard. “How about…” I cast around for inspiration, then looked down at my sword. “How about Shard? Maybe like a close-up of the hilt and cross guard?”

“Yes sir,” said Danrath. “We ain’t any of us good at stitching, but we’ll see what we can do.”

“If you’re done with the fawning and adulation,” said Brielle, “Victor’s expecting you, Noah. We’re going to move into Hidden Hope in an hour or two and he wants to review our approach.”

My heart sank. “Right. Imogen? Coming with?”

“Of course,” she said, and for the first time since Illington she seemed herself once more, gaze clear, her face unclouded by fatigue. 

“We got some breakfast for you,” said Danrath. “Erik!”

A large bear of a man with sloping shoulders and a head so shaggy I could barely make out his broad features hurried forward, holding a few coarse biscuits cooked around a center of folded meat. “Made these just now. Ground millet, nothing fancy, a dab of butter, the last of our ham. Little cheese in there too, goat cheese of course, and ah, should still be warm.”

Imogen, Brielle and I each took one, and I lifted it to my nose and inhaled. The smell of freshly baked biscuit leavened with the cooked fat of the meat and the melted goodness of the cheese was heavenly.

“Amazing,” I said. My mouth was already full of spit. “Erik, you’re a lifesaver.”

And to my surprise the large man muttered something in embarrassment and stepped back, bowing his head and fighting to hide a grin.

Since when did massive warriors look so pleased to serve me cheese sandwiches?

“We’ll talk soon,” I said to Danrath, and after grabbing my shield from where it lay propped against the tent’s entrance, I led my two companions out of the Savior’s Men’s camp toward Victor’s. At first, we just focused on our biscuits, but even Imogen finished hers in record time, so that before we reached the main tent I slowed and turned to the two women.

“Listen, before we go any further. The situation with Neveah - I can’t just keep waiting for things to figure themselves out. Does anyone have a suggestion?”

Brielle’s expression turned somber and she shook her head. “The woman’s a mystery to me. I’ve paid her a couple of visits, but she won’t talk to me ever since I refused to let her go.”

“The same,” said Imogen. “Whatever compulsion she’s laboring under is too deep for my craft. I don’t know what else we can do.”

“If…” I hesitated. “OK, I know this sounds really, really weird. But - Brielle, last night we tried to remove Imogen’s parasite. We only succeeded in neutralizing it, but I did so by… what would you call it, Imogen?”

“Noah was able to interact with the Hexen curse by means of our companion bond. On some symbolic or metaphorical level, he was able to visualize it and bind it with his own power, though we’ve yet to work out exactly how he did so or what the spell he cast was.”

Brielle blinked and looked at me. “You did that?”

“Yeah. I’m not completely sure how? But it was definitely the companion bond that allowed me to help her. So, my really weird idea: do you think if I were able to bond with Neveah I might be able to do the same for her? Enter her mind or whatever it was I did through the bond and find out what Hexenmagic is being worked on her, or curse, or whatever it is?”

They both stared at me, eyes wide.

I raised my hands. “Hey, I’m not trying to be a pervert. But there aren’t any other options on the table, are there? And if I can help her, if I can undo the curse or whatever else she’s laboring under…?”

To my surprise, Brielle didn’t mock me. Instead, she crossed her arms over her chest and looked askance at Imogen.

Who was tapping her lips. “I suppose? We’re in uncharted territory here. I couldn’t have anticipated last night, for example, so I have no solid opinion on whether what you’re proposing is possible. But a couple of obstacles immediately present themselves.”

“Yeah,” I sighed. “Neveah won’t want to sleep with me.”

“That being the greatest. But beyond that, the Hexenmagic that was cast on her is of a completely different order of magnitude than the magic that hit me in Illington. It would be the equivalent of your going from trying to fight a wolf to attacking a Shoxar.”

I shuddered. “So not a good idea?”

Imogen shrugged. “I can’t say. But we currently have no other way of helping her.”

“She doesn’t consider her need to kill Victor a problem,” said Brielle, tone flat. “Thus she won’t agree to any ‘help,’ and won’t be convinced to sleep with you to cure her of the impulse.”

“Which means I can’t help her,” I said, and then sighed. “Fuck. But there’s got to be something. We can’t just leave her chained up like that.”

Nobody spoke.

Finally, Imogen broke the silence. “Our best bet is to simply carry her through the portal in the Black Tower to the next sphere, and hope the compulsion wears off. I can’t think of any other options.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Damn it. And, uh, about Hidden Hope. Last night Victor called me in to talk with the council. We’re running out of water. We won’t be able to reach Peruthros even if we kill our horses and go on half rations. They convinced me that if we want the crusade to have a chance of conquering Peruthros we’re going to have to take all the water that Hidden Hope has. Even if it means their death.”

Both women’s eyes opened wide. 

“My decision to leave water in Illington hasn’t helped any.” I wanted to turn away, to not meet their stares but forced myself to hold steady. “As Lizbeth reminded me, the children we tried to save there are as innocent as those in Hidden Hope. But we’ll die of dehydration before we reach our goal if we don’t do this.”

Brielle’s face was pale, making the freckles across the bridge of her nose stand out, but after a moment she nodded. “If there’s no other choice.”

“By the Source,” said Imogen, voice strangled. “Now that I’m a little better perhaps I could ride out, use my geomancy to try and locate a well or reservoir? Would that make a difference?”

“It can only help,” I said. “But what if you don’t find anything? That’s what it comes down to. Are we willing to risk the whole crusade and our chance to take the Black Tower in order to spare Hidden Hope? What’s more important: our chances of success, or their lives?”

“I hate this place,” said Brielle, voice strained. “What it’s doing to us.”

Imogen covered her mouth and stared at me, brow furrowed with thought. 

“What?” I asked.

“Just… nothing. I thought up a dozen alternatives, but none of them viable. Can we leave the people of Hidden Hope enough water to survive till their wells refill?”

“I hope so,” I said. “But that will depend on how much they have to begin with. If we can, I’ll make sure we do.”

“Then I hope they have enough,” said Imogen. “How much do we need?” 

“We’ve enough water for today and tomorrow,” I said. “Martha thinks we need another seven or so days’ worth after that. Each day we consume about a thousand gallons, not counting the horses.”

“Seven thousand gallons,” said Imogen, voice weak. “They won’t have that much.”

“Which… is why we’re going to do the same at the next village we come across,” I said, feeling sick.

Imogen simply shook her head. 

“Anyway. I meant to tell you both but the healing last night… yeah. So we’re going to ride into Hidden Hope in force and try to avoid violence. Though given what we’re doing, I don’t know if that’s a mercy.”

“You’re changing,” said Brielle, voice neutral. “The Noah that first arrived in Bastion wouldn’t have been able to say that.”

“Yeah, well. I don’t know if I’m changing for the better, but there it is. So unless you can come up with any solutions? It’s going to be an awful morning.”

“You’re going to ride in with Victor?” asked Imogen.

“Yeah. It’s ultimately my decision. Victor said he’d defer to me. So I’m going to be there.”

Brielle gave me a nod of grudging respect. Imogen stepped forward and gave me a tight hug. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. 

I squeezed her back in surprise. “For what?”

She stepped back. “Just that we have to go through this. Make these kinds of decisions.”

I took a deep breath. “Yeah. Me too.”

We stared at each other until I couldn’t take it any longer. The thought of what was coming filled me with an awful combination of nausea and dread, so I began walking once more, toward the knot of men and women who were waiting for us before the command tent.

 


Chapter 24

 


 

Though a large number of people had gathered before Victor’s tent, nobody spoke. The scene was tense; a small band of warriors, perhaps six strong, stood facing Victor, with everyone else fanned out around them. Nobody had drawn weapons, but such was the tension that I’d not have been surprised if that were the next step.

“This cannot be so,” said the band’s leader, his voice muddied with outrage and hopelessness. “Tell me you don’t intend to do this, Victor. Tell me you jest.” The man was in his middle age and had clearly lived a hard life. His face was lined by punishing summers from before Chokmah had fallen, his frame wiry and stooped. Arms like bundles of thick cables, his knuckles swollen and protuberant.

“I’m sorry, Chassus.” Victor’s voice was hard, unflinching. He held the man’s desperate stare without wavering. “It has been decided. The Savior himself has blessed this course of action.”

I stopped at the edge of the group, my arrival causing a ripple to pass through the crowd as they turned to stare at me. Chassus was the last to do so, tearing his eyes away from Victor with reluctance to behold me as if I were the specter of death come to ride him down.

“Savior? Is it true? You countenance the destruction of Hidden Hope?”

My gut clenched but I forced myself to nod. To stay calm. “I’m sorry. If the crusade is to survive, if we are to reach Peruthros, if we are to have any chance of defeating Lilith, then we need water.”

“You spared the guilty in Illington!” His cry was a wounded bark, betrayal and disbelief searing the air. “You spared the worshippers of Lilith, but you will damn the innocent? What manner of savior are you?”

His words lashed me and I rocked back on my heels, taking his pain, inhaling as I steeled myself and held his gaze. 

“I’m a savior without options,” I said. 

His hand dropped to the pommel of his long knife, and immediately a score of soldiers in the periphery dropped their own hands to sword hilts. The rest of Chassus’ band immediately did the same, but before anyone could speak I stepped forward.

“Stop! Enough innocents are going to die already. Chassus, I understand your grief. But this is war. War against Lilith. I will do whatever I have to in order to win and save this sphere, every sphere.”

My words rang out, stilling everyone.

Tears welled in Chassus’ eyes. “My family.” He was begging, I realized. “I left them to come help. We all did. You can’t kill them. My boy.”

God but I wanted to die. My heart felt like it was cracking in two. Actual physical pain. “I’m sorry.” It was all I could say, and I knew it would never, ever be enough.

Chassus sank to his knees. “My boy.”

Victor’s voice was harsh. “General Martha. Have you selected two hundred strong-minded warriors as commanded?”

Martha but nodded.

“Are they ready to march?”

“At your command, sir.”

“Barrels? Carts?”

“As ordered.“

Victor gave a gruff nod. “Chassus, you can remain with the crusade and strike back to Lilith in vengeance, or return to Hidden Hope to be with your family. The choice is yours and that of your band.”

For a moment I thought Chassus wouldn’t respond. He was staring blankly at the ground. Then, uncaring of the tears that streamed down his lined cheeks, he turned to regard Victor as if seeing him for the first time. “We’ll return. We’ll not let our women and children die alone.”

“Very well.” There was no weakness in Victor’s voice. No sympathy. “Then gather your band’s belongings and prepare to join us. But know this. If you move against us at any time, we will cut you down, despite your honorable service to me and mine thus far. Am I clear?”

Chassus stared at him and made no response. Not so much as a nod of his head. Instead, he turned and walked through his band, all of them looking like guttered fires, and led them away.

I walked up to Victor, who sighed as he watched Chassus depart. “That went better than expected.”

“It did?” I couldn’t conceal my surprise.

“Yes. I thought he’d throw his life away by attacking us.”

“Now he’ll merely throw it away dying by his family’s side.” I couldn’t keep the bitterness from my voice.

Victor didn’t flinch. “Yes. Are you coming?”

“Of course. We march now?”

“I want this over with, so yes. Martha, you’re in command during my absence. Nethran, you’re to scout ahead with your archers. Lizbeth, Sarah?”

The two friends were in full plate, helms beneath arms, surcoats of fresh white hanging down their fronts. 

“Ready,” said Lizbeth, voice as giving as quartz.

Sarah but nodded. 

“Falstaff, I leave you in charge of the main camp’s perimeter.” 

The gaunt, one-eyed man bowed his head.

“All right?” Victor looked at us all one more time, then nodded. “Then let’s go.”

We fell in line with him as he led the way out of the camp. Victor’s personal guard followed behind, thirty strong. We moved toward the western edge, where the rest of the expedition awaited us. 

“You going to address the rest of the soldiers?” I asked. “Tell them why we’re doing this?”

“When we get back,” said Victor, not looking at me. “They’ll find it easier to accept if they can see a mountain of water barrels at our backs.”

Seven carts laden with large barrels awaited us, teams of mules harnessed to each, drivers by their sides. The soldiers were divided into their rough bands, their faces hard, their expressions bleak, but when Victor strode before them, fist raised high, they fell in behind without complaint, forming a large column roughly five or so wide and stretching out several hundred yards behind us, composed of knots that designated each distinct band.

We marched at the front, Victor setting a brisk pace. “Nethran’s out front with some ten of his finest men on horseback,” he said after we’d left the camp behind. The trail followed the base of a shallow valley, rounded hills blocking the landscape from view on both sides, all of them devoid of trees and undergrowth. “He’ll let us know if we have ought to worry about.”

I nodded. Nobody was in any mood for banter. I was flanked on either side by Imogen and Brielle, Sarah and Lizbeth bringing up the rear of our group, their armor clanking with each step. In such formation we marched for what I guessed to be around four hours; the bright patch behind the omnipresent clouds slowly cleared the horizon and rose to about the center of the sky. It was perhaps midday when a mounted figure cleared the summit of a hill ahead and galloped down toward us.

Victor held up a clenched fist, and the soldiers behind us came to a halt, commands to do likewise echoing down the length of the column. As if sharing a universal instinct everyone dropped their hands to their weapons, and I hefted my circular shield, slipping it off my shoulder though there was no sight of an enemy.

“Nethran,” said Victor as the mounted warrior galloped closer. “Unharmed.”

“He rides with urgency,” said Lizbeth, moving up to stand alongside us. “This can’t be good.”

Nethran steadily drew closer, a plume of dust following in his wake, riding fast right at us so that an irrational part of me thought he meant to ride us down. But at the very last he pulled his horse aside, causing it to stop abruptly. His eyes were wide, his face dusted white from ash, and for a long second, he just stared down at us.

“Well?” Victor’s impatience got the better of him. “What is it, Nethran? Speak!”

“Hidden Hope, sir.” He hesitated. “They’re dead.”

“Damn it,” said Victor. “The water supplies?”

“We didn’t venture into the town itself,” said Nethran. “It didn’t seem safe.”

“The enemy? Still present?”

“No, sir. We saw no movement.”

“How long have they been dead?”

“It’s… it’s hard to say, sir.”

“Nethran, what’s the matter with you? What’s happened?”

“I…” The young archer trailed off and then dry swallowed. “I can’t rightly describe it, Victor. You’ll have to see for yourself. It’s not far now. Ten minutes’ walk if you hurry.”

Victor cursed, studied his friend’s face, then nodded. “Very well. I’ll trust your instincts. Forward march!”

We reached the sharp defile that descended into the broad ravine in which Hidden Hope was hidden shortly thereafter. If you’d not know to look for the village in that deep crack it would have been easy to miss. No plumes of chimney smoke rose from its wending crack, and there was no sign of life anywhere. 

It was only after we marched down what had to be a vague path into the base of the ravine that we saw the first signs of human habitation. Small pocket gardens growing on ledges along the ravine walls. The first house built like a sparrow’s mud nest in a cavity in the cliff face, a wooden ladder rising the ten yards to the circular door.

“Up ahead,” said Victor, having gotten down to lead his mount by the reins. “In the main square.”

I saw movement along the tops of the ravine walls. Mounted archers. Nethran’s men. They stared down at us, as inscrutable as charcoal stick figures. What had they seen? What had spooked Nethran so?

I fought for calm as we followed the ravine’s winding path, turning and turning again as if following a maze with but the one way to go. The sparrow nest homes grew more profuse along the walls, and now I saw signs of violence; some had been attacked, their sides cracked or caved in altogether. A few had been dislodged altogether and lay shattered on the ravine floor, slender wooden furnishings spilled out along with sheets, random articles of clothing, and pots. 

The ravine widened up ahead like the belly of a well-fed snake, and we were the first of the column to step out into what had to have been a narrow marketplace. Wooden stalls were set along the edge, many of them ruined and flattened, most of them looking to have been taken apart and removed altogether.

The mystery of the missing wood was immediately solved by the massive platform that dominated the center of the market. About the size of a tennis court, it looked like a crudely made raft, the stolen wood crosshatched for strength and lashed with endless lengths of rawhide and rope. A circular table was set in its center, the remains of a feast littering its surface, a dozen chairs scattered about its rim.

I froze. My heart lurched in my chest and my gut turned sour as it cramped in horror. I couldn’t quite make out what I was looking at. Couldn’t process the sight. Arms and legs extended out from the shadows beneath the platform, which stood a couple of yards above the ravine floor. Blood had flowed out from the shadows as well, to dry and turn black in a great sticky swathe. 

“By the Source,” croaked Lizbeth, lowering her huge crossbow.

Imogen took hold of my arm and held it tight. 

I heard men retch behind me as they took in the scene, the column coming to a halt. Muffled curses, one man letting out a cry of denial and rage.

The platform had no supporting struts. No wooden posts on which to rest. It leaned at a slight angle as if poorly supported. Not enough to prevent the use of the table, but enough that an apple would have rolled free.

Victor and I stepped forward at the same time, drawn like moths to a sickly fire. I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t think. As I drew closer I saw what lay beneath the great wooden frame. 

The people of Hidden Hope. 

They were layered in the darkness, stacked atop each other like cordwood. I couldn’t tell how many corpses. Four, five deep. 

We stopped perhaps a dozen yards from the platform. The reek of blood and piss and feces was redolent even in the thin, cold air. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away. I was riveted to the spot. Everywhere I looked I saw horror. Faces distended in anguish. Bodies that had been stabbed to death at the periphery where they’d tried to crawl out. Severed hands. They were so tightly packed that I couldn’t even tell one person from the other. 

The fact that some had been killed trying to escape meant they’d been alive when they were forced to lie atop each other.

My gorge rose and I nearly puked.

Nobody spoke. 

A scream sounded from behind us. Movement. Even so, I couldn’t look away, only blinking out of my horrified stupor when Chassus and his Long Knives ran past us to halt at the platform’s very edge, hands extended as if to take hold of something but what they knew not. 

“No,” moaned Chassus. “By the Source, no.”

“Nethran.” Victor’s voice was hollow.

No answer.

Victor couldn’t seem to tear his eyes away either. “Nethran!”

“Yes. Here.” Nethran stumbled forward.

“Send men to search for the water.”

“Julius already has, Victor.”

Stunned, still reeling, I finally turned away to look at where Nethran stood, another youth beside him. 

Victor considered them both. “Report.”

“The water’s gone,” said Julius, voice shaking. “There’s a grotto. A tunnel leading down. You can see where the water level was. Been bucketed out. All gone.”

Victor curled his hands into fists. “Tracks?”

“Heading northwest,” said Julius. “We reckon a force a hundred strong. Perhaps two days ago, judging by the ash fall, though the tracks are almost gone.”

Chassus staggered forward and peered under the platform’s brim. “Where are the children?”

We turned back toward him. The other Long Knives seemed to slowly emerge from their own states of stupefaction to help Chassus in his search. They quickly began to skirt the platform’s edge, peering into the nightmare beneath it. 

They completed a full circuit, came back around, and only then did Chassus turn to regard us, eyes blank with some soul-nullifying horror. “Where are the children?”

Victor stood frozen, chin raised, eyes wide and glittering. 

Chassus stumbled toward us. “They’re not there. Not anywhere. The children are gone. They’ve taken my boy. What have they done with him, Victor? Tell me! What have they done with my boy?!”

“Two days,” said Victor, voice wooden. “Cartwheels?”

“Y-yes, sir,” said Julius.

“Laden with water barrels.” He was still staring at Chassus, voice flat and without emotion. “That’s about five miles a day. They’re a little over ten miles from us. Tracks should be easy to follow. We can reach them in about six or seven hours if we leave our own wagons and march hard. Scouts can determine where to camp. We’ll rest and judge when best to strike them during the night.”

He blinked and turned to regard me. “We’ll kill them all.”

I saw nothing but blank fury in his eyes and realized that it matched my own. “Yes,” I said. There was nothing more to say.

“Chassus, Are you prepared to avenge your people?”

“My boy,” whimpered the old soldier.

Victor walked up to him and placed a hand on his shoulder. “Will you help me get him back?”

Chassus took a deep, shuddering breath, and with some kind of mental fortitude that I couldn’t begin to understand drew himself back from the edge of the abyss. His eyes focused on Victor’s face, and he nodded.

“Yes,” he whispered. “Yes, I will.”

Victor sent two horsemen back to Martha to appraise her of the change of events and ask that she send a second force in our wake with doctors and mages. Commanded Nethran to follow the warband’s trail with the utmost care, to be certain not to betray our pursuit and be wary of a rear guard, and then, with great deliberation, marched the rest of the column through Hidden Hope and out the far side, so that every single man and woman who came after us could see what had happened, and what manner of prey we now sought.

My heart was a cold rock. My thoughts were stunned into silence. Every step was the beat of a private drum, and that drum was called hate, and I looked to the horizon along with everyone else for some sign or hint of the enemy.

Half an hour out Imogen began to weep, but when I turned to her, unsure what to say or how I could comfort her, she simply shook her head, and I knew that she needed privacy, to deal with this alone. So I turned away, and we marched out.

Brielle’s face was bleak, her features pale, her lips bloodless. For the first time since Harthome I felt united in purpose with her, and though we spoke not a word nor even exchanged a glance I felt that we at long last marched in solidarity, united by common purpose.

The sun slowly wheeled across the sky. The land was a series of endless swells and undulations, ancient hills and sere forests. These flattened out at last into a rolling moorland, devoid now of feature or marking beyond the occasional stunted, dead tree. Perhaps once it had been alive with bracken and bush, flowers and streams. Now it was a blasted landscape, across which the wind blew spumes of dust and that caused us to choke and cover our faces.

The sun sank toward the horizon. We marched as if possessed, nobody complaining, nobody falling behind. The trail sign grew more distinct, the deep cut of the heavy wagons, the cluttered passage of several hundred booted feet. I fancied I could smell their reek in the air. Imagined I could hear snatches of their raucous laughter. 

Finally, Nethran rode back into view. Victor stopped the column. We waited, the silence aching, till at last the horse’s hoofbeat could be heard, dimly muffled, and then Nethran was before us, his mount lathered and breathing hard. 

“They’re half a mile ahead.” His tone was hard and edged with anticipation. “Looks like they’re making camp in a large hollow ringed with boulders and large trees. Just over a hundred strong. Eight wagons. Humans all.”

“The children?” I asked.

Nethran shook his head. “I didn’t see any.”

Mutters from all around. 

“Where can we rest up?” asked Victor.

“There’s a dip in the land off that-a-ways,” said Nethran, pointing left off our trajectory. “Not enough for campfires, but sufficient that anyone merely looking around would miss us unless they stumbled right into our camp.”

“That works. Let’s head that way. Nethran, post scouts around the camp and keep a couple watching theirs. I want frequent updates as to their activities. Understood?”

“Yes,” was all Nethran said, and then turned his horse to lead us away from the tracks and toward our temporary camp.

It was as he said. A dip in the land, an ashen sward that might once have been marshy, a meandering gulley running through its center that could have been a stream. Now it was but a place to bide our time.

Imogen, Brielle and I moved to sit by ourselves. The rest of the men and women gathered in their small knots, their warbands, their attention inward, some listening to their leaders, others united in silence by the intensity of their emotions. Nobody lit any fires, and barely anyone spoke over a rough whisper. We hunkered down weary from the forced march, backs rounded, arms around our legs, and waited for the sun to die.

I formed a triangle with my companions, but in doing so felt keenly the loss of the circle we should have been making: Neveah, Valeria, and Emma. 

“Excuse me,” said Imogen, voice soft. “I must meditate. After what I saw…”

Neither Brielle nor I protested. In fact, I shifted up onto my knees, sat back into seiza, and just before closing my eyes saw Brielle place her blade across her knees, one hand on the cross guard, the other the flat of the sword, and close her eyes in turn.

I sank into my meditation. Moved into the warm, intimated darkness behind my eyelids, and was immediately assaulted by the vision from Hidden Hope. That hateful platform. The tables and chairs. The leftover meal. The darkness beneath. The arms extending for mercy, many of them terminating in stumps instead of hands.

I shivered and opened my eyes. Imogen’s face was serene. Brielle was frowning, eyes yet closed. I took a steadying breath, resettled myself, and tried once more.

Something primitive within me recoiled from what I’d seen today. I felt the abhorrence in my soul. Not merely the sight of the atrocity, but what the existence of such a crime said about people, about the world we lived in, the forces that governed it. I sought calm, I sought stillness, but my gut roiled. What manner of person could feast atop such a platform while hundreds begged and wept and screamed beneath them? What kind of person could derive pleasure from such pain? Such agony? 

Worse, what kind of world was this where such a thing could happen? Which could encompass such horror?

I knew I should be letting go of these thoughts, allowing them to pass through me, but they wouldn’t leave. I felt trapped beneath their weight. 

I don’t know for how long I fought to let go of that horror. In seiza time came to have no meaning. But I wrestled like a man wading through thigh-deep mud, struggling to clear myself of the emotional anguish. Finally, just as I was about to give up, I took a deep breath and pushed through, deeper into the dark void behind my eyelids, and was greeted by those twin burnished eyes that gazed upon me without pity or compassion.

I felt like a pagan who had stumbled upon some ruined temple to a god from outside time. Awe and fear in equal measure. Was this the Source itself staring down at me? There was no sense of it being anything but twin eyes, no intelligence, no discernment. It was as emotive as a vast cliff wall, the sun itself, a geological feature.

But before that burning gaze I found my horror melting away, and with a final inhalation allowed myself to sink, down into my own depths, into my reservoir, into my core, to where Muladhara rested, the perfect four-petalled flower, closed and slumbering.

My reservoir had not yet refilled since my night helping Imogen. It wasn’t like looking down into a half-filled glass; rather the density of the air itself seemed insubstantial. The pressure it exerted upon me. I was perhaps back at half strength, the air tinted rose, my magic influenced by one sanskara.

I spent time cleansing and grounding. Muladhara opened as before, but this time I resisted the urge to dive deep into its security. The thought of emerging from that state of bliss to this horror-filled world was too much; I didn’t know if I’d be able to take it.

Instead, I simply channeled my power, cleansed it till the air was clear once more, and then grounded, closing Muladhara’s petals and finding in that process a sense of stability and calm. 

When I was done I gazed about my reservoir. It was a formless void, the golden filament defining its center. I followed where the filament bulged out to disappear into the vanished aperture to Imogen; by focusing along those twin golden strands I could sense my bond to my companion, strong and vital. 

Curious, I made my way back to the vertical strand and groped for another bond. I did so blindly, not knowing what to look for, moving around it and trying to sense some flow, some passage of energy. There should have been three more. After some fumbling, I found one, not as strong as Imogen’s, but definitely present, the flood of power easily discernible. I passed my hand through it, and received a jumbling confusion of images: a bronze statue of an athletic woman, blade raised high in victory but riven with countless cracks. Spiked, black armor. A deep and ardent passion. Fear. Doubt. Pain. 

I yanked my hand away. Valeria? I turned to see where the conduit went, but being invisible I saw nothing at the farther reaches of my reservoir. 

But that had to mean she was alive. Somewhere out there in Ghogiel. My bond would have severed if she’d died, wouldn’t it?

Eager, scared of what I might find, I circled some more, reaching, groping, and found another bond. This was weaker yet, more attenuated. The images that came through, the emotions, were pale and distant in comparison. A dark space, a door outlined by the light outside. Fear. Longing. A pair of large clunky headphones. Whispers in the night.

I drew my hand back. Emma? Trapped, perhaps? Alone? But alive. 

My resolve hardened. We would find Imogen her Hexenmagus. We’d force them to remove the parasite. Then we’d work on her spell that would allow her to trace my connections to Emma and Valeria, and we’d find them, no matter what.

Curious, I moved to the last bond. It was barely there, the faintest pressure against my hand. A soft wind. I saw little more than a billowing flame rising from the ruins of an ornate and endlessly massive home - no, a palace. 

Sadness. Pain. Loss. Loneliness.

I pulled my hand back, heart thudding. Eyes wide, I thought of my bitter, distant companion. Was this how she truly felt? Not hatred, not anger? 

Deep within my reservoir, freshly cleansed and grounded, I was able to consider Brielle with as close to a neutral point of view as I could summon. I had to do better. I had to take the lead. I had to strengthen this bond before it snapped forever.

I opened my eyes. 

Brielle was staring right at me. Her frown had deepened.

I couldn’t help it; my surprise made me blurt out, “What?”

“You,” was all she said. “I sensed…” She gave a small shake of her head.

I blinked. It was much darker than I’d expected. Just past dusk. For how long had we been meditating? Imogen walked back as I looked around, a fresh water bottle in hand which she extended to me. “Here.”

“Thanks,” I said, and took a sip. Cool but tasting of leather. I downed it anyway and handed it to Brielle, who took it without changing her expression.

Before we could speak further a ripple of excitement passed through the sitting soldiers, many of whom turned to watch Victor move toward a slightly raised ledge jutting out of the side of the dip. Onto this, he vaulted, then turned to regard us all.

“The time’s come,” he said, voice carrying easily to all of us. Nobody spoke. The intensity that lay over the soldiers fairly crackled.

“The scouts report that they’re celebrating. Bonfires. Drink. Music. They’re disporting with their camp followers. Clearly what happened in Hidden Hope doesn’t weigh heavily on their minds at all.”

A low, ugly murmur passed through the crowd.

“Well, it lies heavy on my mind,” said Victor. “And on my heart. Those aren’t men out there. Calling them beasts is an insult to animals. They’re monsters, creatures of Lilith through and through. A stain upon this world. They don’t deserve to live a moment longer. I intend to kill them all.”

The murmur was more excited, and I felt it myself: blood lust. A desire for vengeance.

“We’re going to split into three groups. Attack from all sides. I want to hit them hard and without warning. Show no quarter. No mercy. I don’t care what they say or do. Anybody in that camp is complicit with what happened. They must pay.”

Growls of agreement cascaded through their ranks.

“I aim to capture their leaders and fight out what they did with the children of Hidden Hope,” said Victor. “And to secure their water supplies. One of the three attacking arms will be tasked with securing the water barrels and preventing the enemy from broaching them. Everyone else is to slaughter.”

Victor searched the large crowd, taking his time as the tension rose, everyone waiting for his next words. 

“When I started this crusade it was with one simple goal: to strike back at Lilith. To avenge my friends and family. To make her pay for taking what was mine. My community. My home. My life.”

Heads nodded. Rumbles of assent.

“Now though? It’s become much more. I’m not the man I used to be. Not kind. Not hopeful. Not generous or forgiving. I’ve become hard. I’ve become cold. I’ve become cruel. Sights like Hidden Hope have done that to me. Now I don’t want to merely strike back at Lilith. I want to make her pain. Make her suffer. I want her to know the same pain and fear and terror that she’s inflicted on so many innocents.”

Darker growls. My own pulse was racing, so caught up was I with the crowd’s energy and righteous desire for vengeance. But I kept quiet nonetheless.

“But Lilith’s not here. She’s not in that camp. I can’t seek retributions. Instead, I’m going to have to settle for her followers. Her twisted, monstrous acolytes. When we go in there, I want you to summon every face that you have loved and lost. To remember every scream torn from the throat of someone you cared for. To think of your family homes. Your fields. Your shops. Your villages and towns and cities. I want you to think of Hidden Hope. Of its people. Of its missing children.”

Victor’s voice was a rasp, and his eyes fairly blazed. “And I want you to make them pay.”

The rumble flared up into muted roar which cut off when Victor raised his hands. 

“Stoke that fire. Keep it burning bright. In a few minutes, you’ll get to give vent to your hatred. For now, separate into the three groups. Your bandleaders know where to go. Follow them. Do as they say. My friends - it’s time for some fucking vengeance.”

 


Chapter 25

 


 

We crept toward the enemy’s camp. I could hear their revelry even at this distance. A clangor of drums. Voices raised in shouting and merriment. The light of great bonfires reflected in the bare canopies of the trees that rounded the bowl. 

The sentries had been taken care of. I crept past one of the corpses where it lay in the shattered bracken, staring sightlessly up at the dark, eyes wide open, throat wider still. A flash as we hurried by. Beard, thick lips, face painted with some tribal pattern in purple wode. 

The song grew louder. A fast-paced chant. Insistent. Feverish. Bellowed with little skill. I was at the forefront of our group. Over seventy men and women crept behind me. Imogen and Brielle on either side. Shard felt weightless in my fist. Hunched over I climbed the last of the rise and then peered down at the festivities below for the first time.

A large camp. Six great bonfires, each seeming to be made from a half dozen stacked trees, their sparks rising high into the night. Around them danced men in bear skins, in goat hides, in cured leather cloaks. Antlers were affixed to their brows, their faces and bodies painted with the same purple patterns, their bare skin glistening as if rubbed with butter or fat. 

Almost all of them bearded and filthy. They pranced about the flames as the great drums pounded their insistent beat, and sitting upon a makeshift thrown set upon a cleared cart bed sat their leader, clad in something that had the appearance of a bearskin but couldn’t possibly be one; the fur was metallic, the gold sheen diminished gone from years of poor use, but it still glimmered like a treasure lost to legend. To my surprise the leader wasn’t a massive man, a warrior who could out drink and out wrestle his followers; rather he was slender, a knife blade of a man, his face sharp and with dark eyes thumbed deep into his skull, eyes that gleamed and glittered as he stared into the fire before him, seemingly lost in thought, a great goblet in one hand, numerous platters of food strewn unheeded before him.

My throat was almost too tight too breathe. My stomach clenched into knots. I hunched down low, the ash tickling the back of my throat. 

The children. Where were they?

I searched through the camp. In nets under the carts? No. Chained to a tree in the shadows? No. I saw women serving the men, turning the spits of meat, laughing and enjoying the merriment. Some of them young, painfully young, but none young enough to be a child. 

Where? What had they done with the children?

“Remember,” whispered Brielle. “Shield, feet, blade. All work as one.”

I nodded. 

Imogen was beside me. “Use your levenbolt sparingly. You’re still depleted. Save it for when it’ll count.”

Again, I did nothing but nod. Victor’s hard words rang yet in my head and looking down at the Lilith worshippers, it was hard to disagree with him. These were the men who had massacred an entire village, and who knew what more before that? There on his platform was their leader, who had no doubt sat slouched in a similar manner upon the shifting platform, sipping from that very goblet as the chorus of wails and pleas rose up all around him. 

Less than animals. 

Monsters.

Victor was leading the second prong. Sarah and Lizbeth the third. I searched the rim of the bowl. Sought some sign of them. Nothing. 

A warrior below me staggered out of the dance and hurled his cup aside, laughing and cursing at the same time, and began to make his way up the slope to where we lay hidden. I stared at him, transfixed. Thick chest, massive arms, a wolf pelt over his shoulders, paws joined over his sternum. A wicked ax at his side, looking surprisingly small. Red beard that shone with grime. Bald, scabrous pate. Coming closer. 

We were to wait for the signal before attacking.

The man was fumbling at the knot holding up his pants. Breathing hoarsely from his efforts around the fire, body gleaming from both the rubbed-on fat and sweat. 

Ten yards away. Five. 

I gripped Shard tightly. Prepared to rise. 

There - Victor appeared at the far edge of the bowl and began to race down the slope toward the revelers. No cry. No shout. 

Silent as death, he’d admonished us.

I rose up, heart pounding fit to burst, fury and loathing riding me like a storm. The warrior’s eyes widened so that his brow irises were all ringed with white, and I fell upon, leaped down and stabbed with Shard as he opened his mouth, the point entering and punching out the back of his throat. I rode him down, and behind me, the others came, boots stomping as they ran past me, a horde, an avalanche of vengeance given flesh.

I tore my blade free, unslung my shield, and joined them. Brielle and Imogen had waited so that we now kept pace. Running in the center of the pack, lifted by exhilaration, terror, hatred. 

Cries from the camp. They’d seen us. Men bellowed, the music cutting short, and their leader lifted his chin from his fist, peering around, not looking alarmed.

Not yet.

Our three groups streamed down toward the bonfires and a moment later I heard the crash and ring of metal, screams of the wounded, and now we did scream, did vent our fury. The air was seared by the cacophony, the roars, and the shrieks.

The soldiers ahead of me sliced into the crowd of enemy warriors, not crashing to a standstill like two army lines hitting each other, but slicing deep, momentum carrying them past and into the heart of the crowd. Blades swung. Blood spurted, gleaming in the firelight. 

The soldier ahead of me ran full tilt at a towering granite cliff of a warrior, who roared his defiance and swung a hammer in an upswing, catching my companion in the chest and smashing him back, up off his feet, chest caved in, to crash at my feet just as I leaped over him.

The warrior let go of the hammer, went to snatch me by the throat, but I parried his grasp with my shield, angling it so that his arm slid wide, and hit him with a drawing cut, not stopping, moving past him and dragging Shard through his body, slicing his side completely open so that viscera and blood tore free.

But these were no ordinary warriors. These men were clearly experienced in the art of war, and death held no fear for them. I heard laughter mingle with the cries, and after the initial impact saw our three attacks slow and stop as we were mired down in combat. 

The warriors had danced with their weapons at their hips, and those that yet stood now had them in their fists and screamed as they launched themselves upon their attackers.

I kept my shield high, Imogen and Brielle on either side and where we went death followed close behind. Judiciously applied levenbolts and fireballs cleared out knots of the enemy. My blade and Brielle’s dispatched those that came at us in pairs or alone. We moved methodically, combing the battlefield, helping comrades who were overwhelmed, seeking the greatest knots of resistance. 

It took enormous self-control to not revert to my previous style of fighting. To not leap about, waving Shard wildly and throwing myself into dives and wild turns. Instead, I clamped down on my instincts and maintained the formation with my two companions, shield raised, blade in the guard, gasping for breath, sweat coursing down my face, fighting for calm, for control. 

Imogen was hampered by her parasite. She only loosed small levenbolts at close quarters, enough to take down a man here, a man there. Brielle was in turn hampered by the close quarters without allies; a large fireball would hurt as many of our friends as the foe. So it was that my own levenbolt did the most damage, and it was with wonder and delight that I reached down into my core, not for a bunch of severed, sparking wires, but this time for Muladhara, catching a glimpse of its ruby heart each time I channeled my cleared magic into another spectacular bolt.

No longer did I have to fling up a hand in rabid desperation to try and hit whatever lay before me. My magic felt pliant now, such that I was able to fire off a levenbolt when I wished, choosing not just mortal threats to my own life but firing a bolt at other combatants to save friends or take the enemy by surprise. 

A harsh cry split the night, and the enemy warriors that yet stood let out cries of glee invigorated and turning to gaze at their leader where he stood now on the cart, Victor striding toward him. 

Victor stopped.

The leader raised his arms, and his body swarmed, rippled and bulged as if his very intestines were growing, expanding beneath his skin, causing him to swell in size with alarming rapidity.

“Hexenmagic!” cried Imogen.

The man grew, larger and larger, his skin stretching and growing shiny, his features distorting, his golden cloak falling from his shoulders, and then with a sickening sound his skin tore and a mass of crimson worms boiled out to form his body, which continued to grow, so that in mere moments he stood nearly ten yards tall. Only vaguely humanoid now, it oriented on Victor, the millions of large worms endlessly writhing over each other or burrowing deep. 

My gut clenched. I knew that monster. I’d seen it before.

“The second trial,” whispered Imogen. “Oh no.”

Valeria and I had evaded a metallic version of this monster at the very end, escaping its wrath by diving into the portal back to Bastion.

There’d be no escaping here. 

The Lilith worshippers let out a brazen howl, raising their weapons as if in a celebration of victory. “Ur-grouth, Ur-grouth, Ur-grouth!”

The sound of the wet worms sliding over each other was nauseating, a wet slithering that made my gorge rise. It rose up high above Victor, who was backing away, eyes wide, and I knew what was going to come next.

“Victor, run!” I was perhaps a score of yards away, but Brielle, Imogen and I acted in concert - we threw levenbolts, golden arcs and a searing missile of flame at Ur-grouth’s head. For a moment the bonfire light was eclipsed, and all three blasts hit the worm monster full-on, blasting thousands of shriveling worms into the air behind it and causing it to stagger back.

But the attacks didn’t seem to deal any permanent damage. The worms flowed over the wounds, the head reformed itself, and then it poured itself into a forward dive at where Victor had been, losing corporal coherency to turn into a tidal wave that flooded through the ranks of those closest.

I stared, aghast. When it reformed a moment later, the worshippers of Lilith were left standing where they’d been. Their opponents, our comrades, however, were swept up into the behemoth’s body, and there they screamed and pleased as they were sucked down into its core, worms pouring into their mouths and over their faces until they were gone and their cries cut off. 

“Imogen?” I tried not to gulp. “Talk to me. What can we do?”

“I’d say run, but we can’t abandon our friends,” she said. “It’s -”

Brielle raised her blade. “It’s coming this way!” 

And it was. Perhaps our attack had done more damage than I’d thought, or at the very least caught its attention. Perhaps it knew I was the savior. Either way, the behemoth turned toward us and took a massive step, clearing six or seven yards, and then a second, closing the distance with terrifying rapidity.

“I, uh -” We backed up as a group, overwhelmed by the sheer size of the creature. The writhing worms were mesmerizing in the worst possible way, their slimy, suctioning sound as they moved over each other filling the world so that I couldn’t even begin to think. 

It rose up and then fell upon us.

“Behind me!” I roared, stepping forward and bringing Shard down as if hewing a log in half. At the same time, I poured a wealth of magic into that blow, causing my blade to incandesce as if pulled fresh from the core of the sun and blasted a torrent of golden flame forward into the oncoming attack.

A hundred thousand worms must have incinerated themselves before me, because the worm behemoth split in two, flowing by on both sides, a channel opening where my attack was leveled, my scream rising up as I unleashed more than I thought I had into the monster. 

Like that it was past us, both Imogen and Brielle clutching tight at my shoulders, and then we wheeled about to see it reform, sweeping up another dozen of our allies to suck them deep into its core. The Lilith worshippers yelled their approval and fell upon their attackers, hewing with abandon, as inspired as our friends were dismayed.

“Imogen, how do we stop it?!” My frustration was boiling up within me - even as I watched it cascade down upon another knot of combatants, sweeping away more of our friends.

“Overwhelming fire does the trick,” said Imogen, sounding dazed. “But Ur-grouths are hated and feared for a reason -”

“Fuck this!” I strode forward, summoning everything I had. The worm behemoth was rising up, sucking more of our people into it just ten yards away. I raised my blade and funneled another attack down its length to send another arc of golden fire straight into the monster’s core - just as its left leg exploded, Sarah charging through, flail spinning, Lizbeth right behind her, firing off a fiery bolt from her crossbow.

The Ur-grouth teetered, its core blasted apart, then reformed and swept down an over-long arm to buffet Lizbeth in the back, lifting her off her feet and send her flying right at us. I went to catch her only to remember she was encased in platemail; we scattered, and she hit the ground hard, rolling in a great clatter of metal to stop in a plume of dust.

Brielle and I stepped up alongside Sarah who turned to face the monster, flail swinging. 

“Plan?” she asked.

“Take it down,” I said.

Brielle entered the back guard stance. “Should have brought more mages.”

“We’ll make do with what we’ve got,” I said. 

The behemoth’s head swiveled around to regard us, and it seemed to inhale, swelling up, the worms growing frantic, and then it blasted a torrent right at us, fire-hosing a mass of worms a yard across at where we stood.

I raised my shield. I caught a glimpse of Sarah doing the same with her huge tower shield. Brielle let out a shout and was knocked out of my field of view.

With a cry I wheeled about, staggering under the weight of the attack, my shield cracking and splintering under the assault, only to see the worms retract back into the behemoth’s body, pulling Brielle along with them.

“No!” I lunged, sought to grab her ankle, missed.

Brielle flew up to slam into the monster’s chest. 

I charged. People were shouting. I couldn’t make out their words. All I could see was Brielle’s eyes wide with terror as she stared at me, reached with an empty hand - and then was sucked inside.

Twin owl eyes, burnished bronze, against a field of dripping blood. The shriek of a bird of prey. Something within me unlocked, a flower that blazed like the sun, located right beneath my sternum. It filled me with an impossible vigor, and at the last, I leaped.

Leaped high. Six yards straight up at the behemoth, who seemed to orient on me far too slowly. I was screaming, Shard blazing forth, and when I collided with the monster’s chest I let everything I had left and more explode forth from within me as if I were pulling the pin from my own personal spiritual hand grenade and throwing myself at my foe.

A pulse of golden light expanded outward in a perfect circle from my blade even as I let rip with a coruscating levenbolt that left me blind.

I hit the Ur-grouth with enough force, dealt enough damage as I did so, that I burst right through its chest. Plunged inside it, my vision eclipsed by twin furies of golden light and searing electricity. My ears rang with the behemoth’s shriek as I slid through its writhing mass, and my outflung arm curled around something, somebody.

Then I was out the other side, fire and electricity still pouring forth from me, Brielle caught under my arm, to fall eight or so yards down to the ground and hit in a crouch, one knee touching, a final flare of golden radiance pouring forth from me before fading away.

A groan sounded from above and behind me, and then with a shuddering cry the behemoth collapsed onto its back, a wave of worms flowing forth in every direction only to fade away and disappear, so that when I stood straight and turned I saw only the leader of the warband, his chest burst out the back as if he’d taken seven bullets from a Desert Eagle straight to the sternum.

Silence filled the campsite. But for the groans of the dying and the crackle of the bonfires, nobody spoke. Men disengaged from combat. I saw shock and grief on the faces of the twenty or so Lilith worshippers that were left. 

I wanted nothing so much as to collapse. I felt drained to my core, sucked dry, like a fruit that’s been scraped down to the rind. But I took a deep breath and fought to stay strong, if only for a moment later. I pointed my blade at the largest of the remaining warriors, and in my loudest voice growled out, “Put down that blade.”

The grizzled warrior was staring at me with eyes so wide I thought they might fall out. He turned to stare at his dead leader, then his ax fell from nerveless fingers.

Those around him did the same, and the clatter of weapons falling to the earth rang out for but a moment before they were swamped by our warriors, who wasted no time in cuffing them down to the ground.

I collapsed, sinking down and pulling Brielle into my lap as I did, so that she lay across me, her weight holding me upright as her eyelids flickered and she tried to focus.

“Hey,” I said, voice soft. 

“I - Noah?” She frowned and pressed the heel of her hand to her temple. “What… what happened?”

I felt light-headed. “Best you forget the details. But you’re all right. I got you.”

“I - it -” Her eyes widened as something came back to her, some memory, and then tears brimmed. “How -?”

“Shhh.” And on impulse, I just pulled her close into a hug, notwithstanding the gore, worm fluids and worse that covered us. She clung to me, squeezing me tight, and neither of us spoke. 

A moment later Imogen dropped to her knees beside us and hugged us both, and we just remained there holding each other.

“Noah?” Victor’s voice. I looked up, blinking. He’d not shied away from the fighting. His blade was crimson, his armor notched, his left eye already swelling up from a blow. “How the hell did you…?”

I didn’t know what to say.

Luckily Imogen did.

“He’s the savior, sent to us by the Source, conqueror of the Five Trials and sole hope of the universe.” Her words rang out. “That’s how.”

“Well, hot damn,” said Victor, and grinned. “I’ll take that as a definitive answer. That was amazing.”

Brielle slowly pulled away from me, as if reluctant to do so, and I took Victor’s proffered hand, only to turn and pull up my companions, each in turn. 

“All right everybody!” Victor’s voice rang out, commanding and gruff. “Bring the wounded close to the fire! Sarah, make sure the prisoners are safely bound. Everyone else, search for those children. Nethran! Secure the water barrels. I want a count. Get to it!”

People shook off their shock and stupor and amidst general cheers and yells set to work, carrying the wounded to lay them down where the firelight was brightest. Sarah, her gaze lingering on me, organized a team to bind the prisoners, and I was relieved as all hell to see Lizbeth climb to her feet, hand to her helm, but otherwise all right. 

Within the hour we had an accurate grasp of the situation. Of our two hundred attackers we’d lost almost eighty-three, half of which had been to the Ur-grouth. There were thirty-one wounded, though only eleven mortally so. Nethran reported that there were five carts, each laden with what looked at a rough count over a thousand gallons. 

Men and women kicked through the warriors’ belongings, casting grisly trophies and other horrors into the fire. There was, however, no sign of the children.

It took me just that long to come to terms with what I’d done. To process the harsh emotions that had slammed through me during the fight. To stop shaking. I kept Shard across my lap, sat hunched by one of the fires, watching and waiting. Hoping for good news. Knowing, somehow, that it wasn’t going to come. 

Brielle and Imogen stayed close. Brielle hard to read, her knee touching mine, focused completely on cleaning her blade, wiping it over and over again till it glimmered in the firelight and still she wasn’t satisfied. Somehow I knew that if she stopped she’d begin to shake. Imogen sank into meditation, but simply having her close was all the comfort I needed.

Victor moved to stand upon the cart on which the leader had watched his warband’s celebrations. He kicked the man’s chair off the back and then moved to stand at the fore, drawing his blade as he did so. His expression was bleak. Distant. Cruel.

“Bring me one of the prisoners.”

His command rang out over the camp, stilling all activity, drawing all attention. A band of our men seized one of the Lilith worshippers, a heavily tattooed man with half his head shaved, mouth bloodied by a blow dealt during the fight. They dragged him forward and cast him onto the dirt before Victor.

I rose to my feet.

“Where are they?” Victor’s voice was cutting. “Where are the children?”

The warrior rose unhurriedly to his feet and stared up brazenly at where Victor stood. Placed his hands on his hips and began to laugh.

Victor’s brow lowered. “Cut off his hand.”

The man’s laughter grew higher-pitched as a dozen men seized him and wrestled him over to a pile of firewood, where they extended his arm over a stump and without ceremony brought an ax down, severing muscle and tendon, ligament and bone. 

The man’s laughter broke into a scream, and when released he fell onto his back and stared at his gushing stump, eyes wide, laughter mingling with his screams.

“Cauterize the wound,” said Victor. 

A boot was placed on his forearm to hold it down, other hands pinning him, and a flaming log was brought and shoved into the stump.

Flesh sizzled. The man’s scream became delirious.

My gut churned. I felt Brielle’s hand slide around my arm as she moved in closer.

“Bring him.”

The warrior was brought forth once more and cast down on his knees.

“Now,” said Victor. “If I have your attention. Where are the children?”

The man began to snigger.

“Cut off his other hand.”

Ten minutes later the warrior was dead, deprived of hands, feet, nose, ears, and eyes. Victor ordered his throat slit, and only then did his laughter stop.

I felt like I was driving slowly past a car crash. I was at once horrified and unable to tear my eyes away. 

“Bring the next one,” said Victor.

The men and women around us stirred. I glanced around. Disgust? Uncertainty? No. In every face, I saw ugly anger. In their eyes burned a need for vengeance. 

A second man was brought forth. 

“Where are the children?”

The man hawked and spat, missing Victor’s feet by inches.

“It seems we’re going to need to be more persuasive. Stick his arm into a fire.”

I took a step forward, not knowing what I was going to say. Knowing this was wrong. But what could I do? Argue that we shouldn’t try to find out where the children were?

The man’s arm was thrust into the bed of a fire. He fought and writhed and bucked to no avail. His flesh blistered and ran and blackened and split. When he was pulled back his fingers were gone and only a weeping mass of charred flesh remained.

“Where are the children?”

The man stood hunched, swaying, shivering. With extreme effort, he mastered his whimpering, hawked, and then spat again. This time his phlegm spattered across Victor’s boot.

“Both legs,” said Victor.

My stomach cramped with disgust. “Victor, stop.”

The men dragging the prisoner paused and glanced uncertainty from me to Victor, who turned to stare at me. “What?”

“Not like this. This isn’t who we are.”

“You would show mercy to this monster?”

Everyone was staring at me. There were no friendly gazes. “Not mercy.” I struggled to find the right words. “I’d maintain some fucking decency.”

Mocking laughter and a few shouts from the back of the large circle that had formed. Victor crossed his arms. “My urge for decency died when we rode into Hidden Hope.”

I felt the crowd’s disapproval like a physical wave washing over me. 

“Bastards!” someone shouted.

“Where are the children?”

“They deserve this and worse!”

I fought for calm. “Victor, there has to be another way.”

“They don’t deserve another way,” said Victor. “They lost all options when they dined atop the bodies of the innocent.”

I tried to keep my voice strong. “So we become like them?”

This was met with shouts of anger. 

Victor raised a hand. “Peace. Noah is the savior. He above all others has the right to speak. Even if it is to insult us. Those of us who died to win this fight. Those who were smothered to death in Hidden Hope.”

“Lilith lover!” someone cried.

“He shows ‘em more mercy than our people!”

“Noah, I understand that you come from a very different world. A world where you were protected. Innocent. But this is Ghogiel. This is war. If you aren’t willing to do what’s needed to find the children, to protect our people, then you can step away.”

“Step away?” It was hard to remain righteous when so many people were glaring at me. When even the prisoners themselves seemed to find the argument funny. “No. I won’t do that. But there has to be another way.”

“What then?” Victor’s eyes gleamed. “How else should we do this?”

“Bring the prisoners back to our camp,” I said. “Hand them over to Blindness. He’ll make them talk.”

“Or let me try,” said Imogen, stepping forward. “Let me command them.”

“Already the children have been with these monsters for two days,” said Victor. “I won’t wait another day or two to get answers. Those children need our help now. But I’m not a monster. I’m willing to try other avenues of approach. If I give Imogen a chance to get the answers we need, will you be satisfied?”

I nodded. “Sure.” Imogen went to move forward but I took hold of her arm. “Will this trigger your parasite?”

She hesitated. “I - I don’t think so.”

“But you’re not sure.”

She met my gaze. “No.”

Everyone was watching. The fires seemed to burn higher, bathing everything in their wicked glow. I released her arm. “Don’t push it.”

She approached the man with the burned fist. He stared at her in defiance.

“Tell me where the children are,” she said, and I felt the power behind her words. Felt her summon the abilities of psyche-imperium. 

The man’s head rocked back as if she’d punched him, and then he began to struggle, turning his head slowly from side to side as if it were locked in a wrestler’s grip. Teeth bared he fought, eyes screwed shut, and then with a cry he let loose a chittering laugh, insectile and alien, his grimace turning into an idiot’s blithe grin.

Imogen stared at him for a moment longer. “Stop laughing.”

Again I felt the lash of her power. 

His laughter grew subdued and then redoubled.

Imogen stepped back, turned to me, and shook her head.

“Thank you,” said Victor. “For your humane attempt. But it’s clearly failed. Would you agree, Noah?”

“I - yes.” There was no denying it. “But Blindness -”

“I shall not leave those children waiting!” Victor’s roar summoned another dozen shouts of approval. “These monsters will tell me now, or I’ll kill them all in the process. I tried it your way. Now it’s time for mine. Put his legs in the fire!”

The man was scooped up by four others, and though he flailed and fought he was brought to the closest bonfire and his legs thrust into its heart. 

His chittering, alien laughter grew louder, more desperate, but never ceased.

My skin crawled in horror. He bucked and writhed, laughing all the while, legs charring, and when he was finally pulled free all he could do was wheeze and whimper.

“Bring him here,” said Victor. “Now. Again. Where are the children?”

Imogen returned to my side and took hold of my other arm. “They’re under some powerful compulsion,” she whispered. “Something stronger than my own abilities. Perhaps the Ur-grouth spelled them. This won’t work.”

“Can you convince Victor?” I asked.

She studied him. “I… I don’t think so.”

Brielle moved a little closer. “I’ve never seen him like this. I’m worried about what he’ll do if you press him.”

I thought of asking Brielle to attempt to subdue them all with her disdainful royalty, but gazing around the crowd I saw that she was right.

The men and women with whom we’d fought had changed. Something had descended upon them ever since Hidden Hope. As if that atrocity had finally and at long last given their darker selves permission to come to the fore, without reservations or doubt.

Lizbeth and Sarah moved to join us as the prisoner was dragged to the fire again. Lizbeth appeared as troubled as I felt, but Sarah’s face was grave and composed.

“We have to stop this,” I said again.

“Noah.” Sarah tore her gaze away from where the second man was screaming. “There is a time and a place for mercy. Compassion. But this isn’t it. Not with these men.”

What she right? 

“These aren’t the innocent families of Lilith worshippers. These are fanatics. They’re what you’re fighting against. They’re the chaos that seeks to destroy the universe. Would you show compassion to a Shoxar? A goat man?”

I slowly shook my head. “No. But those aren’t people.”

“That’s my point,” said Sarah, voice low and urgent. “Neither are these. Not anymore. They’re monsters. Didn’t Hidden Hope convince you?”

“Lizbeth?” 

She’d been quiet thus far but startled as if roused from her thoughts. “I - as much as I hate to admit it, Sarah’s right. These… these aren’t people. They’re pawns of Lilith. As much as I hate what Victor’s doing… the children are more important.”

My gorge rose as the second man was tossed headfirst into one of the bonfires, dislodging several piled trunks as he flailed before succumbing to the heat.

“You have to grow strong,” said Sarah. “You have to be willing to do whatever it takes. Your other-world compassion has no place in this war.”

I thought of the strain my decision to leave water behind in Illington had already cost us. Could I intervene if it meant losing Hidden Hope’s children?

“But Imogen says they’re ensorcelled,” I said, despair entering my soul. “What’s the point of this if they can’t talk?”

Sarah shrugged. “Maybe one of them isn’t. It’s worth trying to find out.”

The third prisoner watched impassively as a longsword was thrust into a bonfire where it slowly began to glow with heat.

Sarah crossed her arms over her chest and turned to watch, expression hard. “The children are more important, Noah. If you don’t agree with us on that, if you honestly would prefer to protect these monsters…”

“Then what?” asked Brielle. “You’d ask us to leave?”

Sarah shrugged. “No. I would never ask the savior to leave. But it would be crushing to the morale of the crusade. To know that our last savior, our final hope, has more sympathy for mass murderers than children.”

The blade was drawn free. It glowed white.

I hung my head. I felt short of breath. What should I do? What was right? Was I being too soft? Was my compassion a weakness? 

The third prisoner began to scream.

I gritted my teeth.

Did my morals, stemming from a different world, have no place in Ghogiel? 

Lizbeth would not meet my eyes. Sarah’s gaze was cool and curious. Imogen’s brow was furrowed. Brielle’s eyes haunted. 

I turned back to regard Victor. His eyes yet glittered as he stared down the length of his nose at where the third prisoner was slowly being impaled by the glowing blade, flesh sizzling, cauterizing, then breaking open again as the sword was pushed ever deeper into his gut, and there slowly churned around and around as if his belly a pot and his innards soup in the making.

I dry swallowed. 

“Very well,” I said. My voice was little more than a hoarse whisper. “Do what must be done.”

 


Chapter 26

 


 

None of the prisoners confessed as to the fate of the children. Over the course of a single horrific hour, they were all brutalized to death. The methods of their torture were varied but all failed to elicit more than laughter or scorn. When the last man hung his head in death, Victor’s fury knew no bounds.

He drew his blade and hacked the corpse to pieces. Nobody spoke. Nobody turned away. The sight of their leader losing his shit was transfixing. 

When finally Victor was done, he threw his blade aside and stalked into the shadows. 

The fires were beginning to burn low. The air was scalded with the tang of coppery blood. Corpses lay everywhere. Crusaders blinked and turned to each other as if emerging from a reverie. A hellish nightmare of blood and violence such that they now seemed almost surprised to find themselves still standing in the camp.

The moment was fragile. The unity of our group was on the verge of splintering, and without Victor to give direction I couldn’t begin to guess what might happen next. I looked to Nethran to see if he’d take control, to Sara, but neither seemed up to the task.

So I walked toward the cart and leaped up onto its bed, turning to regard the crowd. Who slowly oriented on me, stupefied by the events of the past hour.

“We’re not spending the night here,” I said, pitching my voice to carry. “I want our dead -” I stopped. What? Taken back with us? Over seventy dead? Should we return them to the main camp? Take them to our provisionary camp? 

No. The dead would attract Lilith’s predators.

“I want our dead arranged in rows before this cart. I will bless them in the name of the Source, and then we’ll return to our temporary camp to pass the night. Nethran, put together a team to lead the water carts out. Sara, Lizbeth, I want you to organize patrols to watch for any of Lilith’s monsters that might be drawn by the scent of death.”

My words hung in the air. Nobody moved. I felt my heart rise into my throat. Would they ignore me? Consider me illegitimate following my earlier caviling?

Then to my immense relief, Nethran stirred himself. “Scouts, to me.” A dozen men and women peeled away from the crowd to follow him toward the water carts. 

Sarah and Lizbeth rubbed at their faces as if emerging from a daze, and called out to their legionnaires, their natural authority helping further instill a sense of purpose on our force. 

Others began to collect our dead, hauling them toward the cart where they laid them out in rows.

Slowly, by gradual degrees, our people began to follow my orders.

I leaped down from the cart. I felt numb. Shocked by what I’d seen. What I’d forced myself to watch. My earlier horror from Hidden Hope compounded by what we’d done here ourselves.

Imogen and Brielle approached. Imogen looked wan, her eyes large behind her glasses, while Brielle was hugging herself tightly.

I stepped forward and hugged them both. Gathered them in my arms and pulled them to my chest. Imogen slipped her arms around me, while Brielle held her hug but didn’t resist. For a moment we simply stood still, their heads on my shoulders, and then I stepped back.

Both of them looked to me for - what? Leadership? Reassurance? A sense that the world still was as we’d believed when we’d awoken this morning?

“This is fucked,” I said, voice low. “I’m going to ask you both for your gut instinct: should we still stay with the crusade?”

Brielle bit her lower lip. Imogen removed her glasses and wiped them on her dress.

“Yes,” said Imogen at last. “As… as depraved as this was, Victor was still trying to do the right thing. Save children. And the men… the men he…”

“I agree,” said Brielle. Her voice was barely audible. “I’ve never seen the like, but… this is Ghogiel. We’re in Lilith’s domain. If we can’t stomach the torture of our enemy to save the innocent, then…” She trailed off as if not wholly convinced by her own argument.

I closed my eyes and pinched the bridge of my nose. It was too easy, so horrifically easy to immediately see different snapshots of what had happened between the bonfires in my mind’s eye. With effort, I banished the images and instead forced myself to think: stay with the crusade? Leave?

The twin burnished eyes opened in the darkness behind my eyelids, pitiless and bleak. I stared up into their immensity and felt my nausea, my fear and repulsion fall away. Those eyes wouldn’t flinch from the ghastliest sight. They had one goal and one goal only. 

To serve the Source. To save it from Lilith.

I sighed and opened my eyes. “You’re right. We need to do whatever it takes to take the Black Tower and gain passage to the next sphere. Victor and his crusade are still our best bet. I can’t countenance what just happened here… but I can understand it.”

Imogen nodded slowly, clearly reassured by my words. Brielle simply stared at me, face pale, freckles prominent.

I reached out and took her hand. My own bleak certainty gave me confidence. “I’m glad you’re OK,” I said. “I know you haven’t asked, but I want to say something: I’ll always come for you. No matter what. As long as I draw breath I’ll be there. Understand?”

Her eyes immediately flooded with tears. My words had hit home, triggered something. She squeezed my hand. “Thank you.”

I inhaled a deep, ragged breath. “Imogen, if you can, use your geomancy to make sure nothing is creeping up on us. I’m going to go speak with Victor.”

“And say what?” asked Imogen.

“I don’t know yet. But if we’re going to travel together…” I shook my head slowly. “There needs to be some kind of resolution to this.”

Imogen rose to her tiptoes and kissed me on the cheek. “Good luck. And later, after this is done, we’ll have to talk about what you did there when facing the Ur-grouth. How you did it.”

“Later,” I agreed, controlling the spark of excitement. The memory of a miniature sun flaming just beneath my sternum. I rested my hand on Shard’s pommel and walked in the direction Victor had departed. He’d climbed up to the rim of the bowl in which the enemy camp was cupped, and there stood in the shadows, arms crossed, staring out at nothing.

“Victor.”

He stiffened but didn’t turn. “Come to gloat?”

“Gloat?” That checked me. “What are you talking about?”

“We got nothing. I did every vile thing I could think of and got not a single word out of those bastards.”

“Why would that make me gloat?”

Now he did turn. “Because you told me not to. Perhaps I should have listened. But - no. I guess that’s not why you came.” He searched my face. “Then what?”

“We need to reach an understanding,” I said. “If we’re to keep traveling together. If -”

He gave a bitter bark of laughter. “You going to lecture me on morality now? Tell me we have to keep our hands clean, some bullshit about being the ‘good guys’?”

I frowned. “Something like that. What you did down there didn’t just hurt the prisoners. It hurt our people. In some subtle way. It changed them. Watching that. And by watching, being complicit. That’s something they’ll never return from.”

Victor stepped in close. “I’ll never return from what I saw in Hidden Hope. Trust me, I’ve seen some shit since setting out from my village, but that… Nothing like that. If you expect me to witness that kind of horror and still be gentle and kind with the enemy…”

“No,” I said. “I don’t expect that. But -”

“No,” said Victor. “I’m not going to listen. You are. If you’re going to travel with my crusade, you need to wake up, Noah. This isn’t Chokmah. This isn’t your planet Earth. This is fucking Ghogiel. Real monsters walk the land out there -”

I tried to cut in. “I know -”

“And we’ve not seen the worst of them yet. Everything leading up to this point? Fucking prelude. I told you at the start that leading an army against Lilith required ugly decisions. You thought I meant just about water? No. It means being hard enough to survive out here. To do what needs doing to get these men and their swords to the Black Tower. Do you think they’d follow me if I hadn’t brought justice to those monsters? That they’d respect me if I’d granted them merciful deaths?”

That checked me. “We lead by example -”

“And my example is that I will destroy those who hurt mine. I will annihilate our enemies. I will do whatever needs doing to ensure this victory. My people know that about me. That’s why they follow me. They know that in me they have a leader who will make the hard decisions, who will fight fire with fire. Because out here, nothing else works. Your mercy? It’s a weakness.”

He dropped those last words like a boulder at my feet and stepped back, chin raised, lips pursed.

Weakness.

Was he right? Was I bringing an outmoded sensibility to this war? God, I wished I had a definitive answer. 

“I won’t deny that I’m new at this,” I said. “And I’m willing to learn. To grow harder. To make the hard decisions. But we are the good guys, Victor. And this isn’t how we act.”

“Good guys,” he sneered. “You still see yourself as a hero? Then I envy you that luxury. But Noah, you’re coming across as incredibly naive right now. The heroes died defending Chokmah. The men and women of my crusade? We’re survivors. We’re going to reach the Black Tower. We’re going to bring it crashing down. We get results. We do whatever is necessary to get those results. If you want to play at being a hero, then go right ahead. Just don’t get in my way or that of my crusade while we get the job done.”

Fuck. He was making me feel like a twelve-year-old. Hopelessly out of touch with reality. But all I had to guide me was a sense that this was wrong. That this wasn’t how the Source wanted us to accomplish our goals.

I thought of those twin, bleak owl eyes I saw within the darkness of my mind. Was that right? Did those eyes care for who we got to the Black Tower? Or was that just my own morals demanding I not dirty my hands?

“I won’t get in your way,” I said. I wanted to say so much more, but words failed me. Exhaustion, disgust, shock - it had all been too much.

Victor sighed and his shoulders slumped. “I’m sorry. I’m not being fair. I’m taking my anger out on you. You’re the one who saved us from that worm monster. Without you… I’m sorry, Noah. I’m just - I want to get us through to the Black Tower so badly. And to fail, to hear those bastards laughing at us - it gets under my skin. Drives me mad.”

“I hear you,” I said. “I know. I can’t imagine how hard it is to carry the weight of all that responsibility on your shoulders.”

He gave a rueful laugh and sounded once more like the Victor I’d thought I knew. “You’re telling me. I swear. If I’d known what I was in for when I left my father’s field, if I’d been given a vision of all the trials I’d have to face, I don’t know…”

“Think you might have stayed?”

He put his hands on his hips and looked down and to the side, brow furrowed in thought. “No,” he said at last. “I’d still have headed out. But by the Source, this isn’t how I thought things were going to go.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Same here.”

We stood in silence for a spell, then Victor roused himself with a shake. “Thank you, Noah. For trusting me. For believing in me. For… I don’t know. If you were to leave, it would be gutting. Your presence here makes me think we can do this. That the Source really is on our side. It gives me the strength to keep carrying on, you know?”

I didn’t know what to say. Victor’s voice was raw with emotion. All I could do was give a nod.

“You’re the fucking Savior. I never forget that. I just want - more than anything - to do my part in helping you accomplish your quest. I want it so bad that maybe I lose sight of… other things. Be patient with me, yeah? I promise I’ll do better.”

His openness, his vulnerability, the pain in his frank brown eyes - I felt inspired and touched and a sense of grim solidarity. Like when Michael had confessed that one, awful night how he and Emma had begun dating. His fear of my anger and pain had staved them off, made me instead feel sympathy for him, for his bravery in telling me up front. Even if it had also opened up a well of agony in the heart of my soul.

“I believe you,” I said. “I really do, Victor. We’re going to get through this together. We will.”

“Yeah,” he said softly, then clapped me on the shoulder. “Thank you, Noah.”

We stared into each other’s eyes, then he gave me a curt nod and stepped past me. “Come on. Let’s get back down there and start cleaning up this mess.”

Reinforcements from the main camp arrived as I finished my impromptu blessing upon our dead. Led by Inixia and Rasvoten, they immediately moved in to help with the wounded, and perhaps an hour later we all settled in for a sleepless night in our temporary campsite, Victor having deemed it too dangerous to march in the dark.

The rest of the crusade arrived the following morning. At first, I was confused, but then I realized why: with water being the key shortage, losing days marching the carts back to the main camp would almost nullify the benefit in having acquired three days‘ worth of water in the first place. 

There was some chaos as the main army arrived, five or six hundred strong and led by General Martha; however, Victor and his council decided to confer in the saddle, and our expeditionary force simply melted into the larger body, leaving our camp behind as we resumed our march toward Peruthros.

I chose to not take part in the conversations, and instead remained aside with Imogen and Brielle. We didn’t talk much, all of us having a lot to process, but there was an ease to bonding, a tentative sense of trust that I welcomed but didn’t test or query.

Imogen felt sufficiently well to give up her horse, so we walked three abreast off the side of the main column, mostly in silence, occasionally sharing stories from our past or home world. Brielle told us of what it was like to grow up in a palace, attended by a dozen powerful noblewomen for as long as she could remember, not even going to the bathroom alone and having most of each day scheduled for her with court events. How terribly tempting it was for a lonely child to play pranks on earnest courtiers who desired access to her mother, and the foolish extents young men would go to win her heart despite her young age.

“So he arrived in court dressed just as I’d demanded; a cockerel costume, with splendid tail feathers and an incredibly convincing mask. He got through half of the song I’d written for him when my mother ordered him to stop and demanded to know what by the Triunity a marquis was doing acting such a fool.”

Brielle shook her head with a sad smile. “I was mortified when he disclosed my stratagem there and then, and when he began to cry, I realized that both he and I were ruined. His reputation never recovered and he left the court to return to his distant home, while I was severely chastised and forced to go on a year-long tour of the kingdom, accompanied only by tutors and my sword master.”

“It sounds like the marquis got the worst part of the punishment,” said Imogen dryly.

“You’re correct, though I didn’t think so at the time. But as a twelve-year-old I saw it as the end of the world; endless months traveling by carriage through backwater villages and no-name towns, to be hosted by awestruck lordlings with dreams of wedding me to their uncouth sons…”

Her expression grew pensive and she looked away.

“What about you, Imogen?” It was perhaps time to change the subject. “Ever convince a marquis to dress up like a rooster?”

“No,” said Imogen with a wry smile. “My world was circumscribed by the walls of the Academy until I was eighteen. Fortunately, the building was truly massive; it had anywhere from six to seven floors depending on where you were, three basement levels, and an endless profusion of wings, galleries, halls and audience chambers. A dozen enclosed courtyards, an abandoned arboretum contained within a greenhouse as large as most mansions, even a zoo.”

“A zoo?” asked Brielle, eyebrow arched skeptically.

Imogen grinned. “That’s what we called it, though the animals kept there were intended for study or experimenting on. It was heartbreaking if you weren’t careful; you could grow attached to an old cenphaur or a huolk pup only to find it gone one day, taken by the trainers or scientists, never to return.”

“You had to have had at least one adventure of note within such a massive place,” I said. “Even if it didn’t include marquises.”

“Oh, we got into plenty of trouble,” said Imogen. “The stricter the system, the more young people will rebel against it. I once stole a senior minister’s requisition slip and put in an order for a hundred hissing mandrogan cockroaches to be delivered to an abandoned suite of rooms. My friends and I then took the boxes down to a rival dormitory’s basement and opened them all up before running away as quickly as we could.” Her eyes gleamed in amusement. “We could hear the shouts and yells from all the way across the courtyard, which is impressive when you consider how thick those old green stone walls were.”

“Mandrogan cockroaches?” asked Brielle, clearly ready to be disgusted.

Brielle’s smile was a picture of innocent delight. “Yes! As large as your thumb, with wings, and they buzz when they fly and when alarmed they detonate into these sticky explosions of the most noxious goo.” She clasped her hands together. “It took them months to clean out their dorm rooms, some girls had to shave their heads to get the goo out, and the best part was that nobody discovered who was behind it all. A complete and utter success.”

I laughed. “What would have happened if you’d been caught?”

Her smile became thoughtful. “Probably a dozen lashes and a month in an isolation cell in the Owl’s Tower.”

I stopped walking. “You’re serious? You risked all that for a prank?”

Imogen stopped to look back at me and gave a one-shouldered shrug. “Sure. It was those acts of rebellion that kept us sane.”

Brielle frowned. “How old were you when this happened? Why didn’t you ask to be taken away by your parents if it was so bad?”

“Eleven,” said Imogen. “And they’d already relinquished me when I was five to the academy -”

“Wait,” I said. “They’d have given you a dozen lashes when you were only eleven?”

Imogen blinked. “Sure. We were all taught discipline.”

“Damn,” I said. 

“What kind of hellhole was this?” asked Brielle.

So Imogen told her, repeating what she’d told me. Of her home nation of Ingessar, of her cathedral academy, of her isolation and focus on magical training.

“No wonder you’re so advanced,” said Brielle quietly, walking alongside her once more. “To have reached the seventh circle in geomancy by your age? It’s… absurd.”

Imogen gave her one-shouldered shrug again. “I was talented, I suppose. The ministers made sure I was focused on my training above all else. Ingessar was almost always at war with our larger neighbor, Svartan, who wanted a port on the Emerald Sea. We were the most obvious choice for conquest, or so they thought. It was the Academy magicians’ job to show them otherwise.”

“So you fought in that war?” I asked. “When you graduated?”

“No,” said Imogen. “I never graduated.”

“Never…” I blinked. “You were expelled?”

“Oh no.” Imogen’s smile was bitter. “You couldn’t be expelled. If you transgressed enough and were caught you were killed.”

“Then…?” prompted Brielle.

Imogen didn’t answer at first. We walked in silence, with only the creaking of one of the massive water carts off to our right to keep us company.

“I was sixteen,” said Imogen at last. “Two years from graduation and deployment. I’d already achieved the sixth circle in geomancy, third in levenbolt and psyche-imperium -”

“By the time you were sixteen?” interrupted Brielle, astounded. 

Imogen nodded, matter-of-factly. “Yes. I began an affair with a visiting minister. This was of course very illegal for a variety of reasons; my age, the impropriety of his becoming involved with a novitiate, and so on. But he was…” She trailed off, brow furrowed, staring deep into her memories. “Compelling. Different. Most ministers were as charismatic as slabs of granite. As humorous as a block of stone falling on your toe. He was… different. I’d given up my pranks and little rebellions by then and had begun to truly apply myself, believing that it was only through excellence that I might one day gain my independence, only through the power that I might become an individual. He made me think of other things. Would make me laugh.”

“What was his name?” asked Brielle.

“Sandovar.” The way Imogen said his name imbued it with layers of pain, longing, and sorrow. “Minister Sandovar. He was, of course, an agent of Lilith’s. He’d come in advance of the main invading force to sew discord and gather intelligence.”

“You knew this?” I asked.

“No. He confessed it to me one night. Told me I could turn him in. That he loved me so much that he couldn’t hide it from me any longer. That he was a small thing in my palm, to be dispensed with as I wished.”

Brielle’s eyes were wide. “Did he mean it? Or was he…?”

“Manipulating me? Yes. Of course. But I think on some level he also loved me. It’s hard to untangle. I was horrified but his vulnerability, his declaration of love made me want to protect him all the more. He swore to reform and renounce Lilith, and I vowed to help him do so.”

“That’s how you learned Hexenmagic,” I said softly. 

“Yes. It was I that was corrupted, of course, not him that was redeemed. As he had planned. For a year I fell further under his sway. I agreed to learn the powers of Harmiel, and…” She paused, expression growing severe.

“And what?” I gently prompted.

“I did something that allowed me to receive that power. I don’t want to talk about it, but if any case can be made for my being bound forever in Bastion’s library with a collar about my neck, it was because of… that. Regardless. I fell so deeply under his sway that I even contemplated helping him with his mission.”

“What changed?” I asked.

She flashed me a wounded smile. “He made a mistake. Revealed by accident that he was seeing another student. The Academy was large enough that I only saw him two or three times a week. The rest of the time he was teaching on a different floor to older students. When I discovered his infidelity the veil lifted from before my eyes, and I realized how I had been tricked.”

Brielle was practically walking sideways so as to stare at Imogen all the while. “You turned him in?” 

“Doing so would have meant my death. I’d already accepted the first Hexen tattoo, an irrevocable step. No. I killed him, using the powers of Harmiel to cover my tracks, and then fled the Academy, forging papers that transferred me to the great library in Bastion. The only place where I could conceivably be safe from the ministers once they discovered my flight.”

“You say it so cooly,” said Brielle, wondering.

Imogen smiled at her. “At the time it seemed my world was ending. Which, I suppose, it did. But the academy’s training served me well. I was able to put my emotions aside and execute my plan with cold intent. It was simple to poison him, though the urge to confront him with his lies was nearly overwhelming. I refrained, however; he was too powerful, and I didn’t know what other abilities he might have.”

“Damn, Imogen.” Words felt unequal to the tale she’d told. “I’m so sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She linked her hands behind her back and looked up at the chalky white clouds. “I made my peace with these events years ago. They set me on the trail that has brought me here. To Ghogiel, as one of your companions. How can I resent my past if it brought me to you, and allows me to help you defeat Lilith?”

“Still,” I said, “I can’t begin to imagine what you’ve been through. So you arrived in Bastion when you were sixteen?”

“Just shy of seventeen. I worked by day as a lowly assistant, but at night used Harmiel to access the forbidden books to learn more Hexenmagic. It was dangerous work, but I thought it worthwhile. Plus I had already taken the first step. It seemed irresolute to simply stop.”

“Until you were caught,” I said.

“Until I was caught,” Imogen said. “Yes.”

“And I thought I had a difficult childhood,” said Brielle, frowning and staring off ahead. 

“You did,” said Imogen. “Just different.”

“I wasn’t threatened with lashings and isolation in the Owl Tower.”

“No, but you had other pressures, expectations. The history of your family must have weighed heavily on your shoulders.”

“True,” said Brielle, and bit her lower lip, chewing it meditatively. “Looking back now, it feels like I spent most of my childhood and teenage years steeped in resentment and anger. Resenting my fate, my lack of independence, free time, or ability to act like other children. Everything was ritual, training, public appearances, hosting, hunting, and so forth. I was never alone. Always being watched. Scrutinized. Measured against my brother, my older sister -”

Brielle cut off suddenly and looked away.

“You have an older sister?” I asked. “You never mentioned her before.”

“Had,” said Brielle, voice cold. “She’s dead. And am I obligated to recite my entire family history for you? I wasn’t aware.”

“Oh.” I exchanged a glance with Imogen. “I’m… I’m sorry.”

Brielle opened her mouth to retort, hesitated, then closed it and looked away. I saw her ball her hands into fists, and after perhaps ten strides she grimaced and looked down. “You have nothing to apologize for. It’s a difficult subject for me.”

“I can imagine.”

We walked in silence for a spell. Brielle’s tension bled into the air, and gone was our easy camaraderie. 

Imogen broke the silence. “Noah, when you attacked the Ur-grouth, I felt a surge of power come off you. I’ve never seen you move like that. Did you tap into a new sanskara?”

“Yes?” I was glad for the change of topic. “I think so? It happened so fast. I felt a brief flash of heat from beneath my sternum, right here.” I tapped my chest. “And saw, like, a small sun blazing within me right there. And it let me just leap straight up like that. Was that my third sanskara, Manipura?”

Imogen beamed. “I would say so, yes. Fascinating. You only tapped into Muladhara a few days ago, and now you’re accessing Manipura. Given your description, I’d say you were at first circle.”

Brielle had relaxed her fists, I saw. “But circle in what? Was that a proto-flight? Or a leap based purely on strength?”

“Hard to say,” agreed Imogen. “We’ll need further evidence to be sure -”

“Wait,” I said, cutting in, unable to restrain myself. “Flight? Did you just say flight?”

Brielle nodded, her grin turning sardonic. “Yes.”

I strode forward, eyes wide open, feeling stunned. Flight. Me. My whole body sang with excitement. To think I might actually be able to fly, to leap up into the currents - I couldn’t help myself from grinning like a loon. “I need to start practicing,” I said. “Right away. I need to fly, like, by tonight.”

Imogen laughed. “Even at your miraculous learning speed, you’ll not be flying by dinner. Recall how long it took you to move from the third circle to fourth in levenbolt? And Muladhara is the easiest sanskara to learn. Manipura is the hardest matter sanskara, and few are able to progress -”

“Savior,” I said. “Sorry. Your words are bouncing off my savior-ness. I break all the rules, right? So, I need to start flying. Like, now.” I took a few running steps and leaped, only to crash right back down. “Well, now-ish.”

Both women grinned. 

“He’s adorable, isn’t he?” said Imogen.

“Agreed,” said Brielle. “Let’s keep him.”

“Hey,” I said. “I’m not a puppy or something.”

“He needs a collar though,” continued Brielle.

Imogen held her nose. “And a bath.”

“Ha ha,” I said. “You find me a tub and I’ll jump right in.”

“You and me both,” said Imogen.

“I wouldn’t say no,” said Brielle, and suddenly I was struck by the thought of having a bath with both of them at the same time. I have to admit, it made me a little lightheaded.

The women exchanged a look and then laughed. 

We walked in silence for a bit, and then from nowhere, an image came to me. One of the prisoners from last night, shrieking as the burning white blade was slowly pressed into his stomach, blood bubbling up and boiling around the wound.

My stomach cramped with nausea and my throat closed. I felt a cold sweat break out across my brow, and my good humor vanished as if blown away by the ashen wind. 

“Noah?”

It was Imogen, looking at me with concern.

I forced a smile. “Nothing. Just a memory.”

I didn’t need to explain further. We walked on, sunk in a different silence this time, till Brielle opened her mouth to speak, looked a little panicked, then closed it again.

“What’s up?” I asked. 

“I - nothing. Just a memory of something I overheard an old friend of my father say. It’s… it’s really not appropriate.”

Again I heard the prisoner’s shrieks echo in my ears. “Please. I could use the distraction.”

“Well,” Brielle ran her hands down her crimson armor as if smoothing down a dress, “when I was eight, I used to sneak away from my guardian and down a secret passage that led to one of the council rooms. It was one of my favorite things to sit just inside the secret door and listen in. And once three officers were in the room, waiting, I believe, for others to join them.”

She had our attention now, but couldn’t meet our eyes.

“Anyway, one of the officers - a lieutenant, I think - was talking about how one of his favorite memories from his recent campaign against the Ogon was sitting with the surviving men of his regiment in a flower-filled field, a mere hundred yards from where they’d fought against an Ogon force.”

We walked on, and eventually, I raised an eyebrow. “That’s it?”

“No,” said Brielle, and now she blushed. “They, ah, weren’t just sitting.”

“They weren’t?” I glanced at Imogen but she seemed equally mystified.

“No.” She blushed even brighter, and then looked away. “They were, ah, relieving themselves. In a circle.”

“Relieving? Oh. Oh!” I cracked up. “Talk about close friends!”

“Yes, well.” Brielle sniffed, fighting desperately for some dignity. “He was telling his friends in the council room that after the horror of that battle, after losing so many good friends, he felt at peace that next day sitting with his companions. He said it was as if the battle had never taken place. As if he simply couldn’t hold those memories in his mind continuously, and that he found himself joking and laughing with his friends as if nothing had ever happened.”

“Interesting,” said Imogen. “Battlefield psychology. I suppose the human mind can only handle so much trauma before either breaking or finding other ways to escape the horrors of war.”

“Something like that,” said Brielle. “His companions were laughing at him, which was a good thing as my eight-year-old self was scandalized and delighted and having trouble not laughing as well. The lieutenant was, shall we say, humorous. But he said he’d marveled about the day ever since. At how he’d been able to be so at peace only a day after witnessing such atrocities. And his companion commented that such is human nature. That the soldier must continue and put the worst behind him if he is not to go mad.”

“Fascinating,” said Imogen. “So you are suggesting we all defecate together for the sake of our sanity?”

Brielle gaped at her, face burning crimson once more, and could only stutter in indignation. For a second I simply stared at Imogen, and then saw the twinkle in her eye and realized just how she was teasing Brielle so that we both burst out laughing as the princess did her best to shut us up.

“Absolute not! That is utterly beside the point, and incredibly crude of you, Imogen, honestly - both of you! I wasn’t suggesting -”

“The things you learn about people,” I said, pretending to be shocked.

“Noah! I wouldn’t dream - that’s disgusting -”

Her protests only cracked us up further, so that we drew curious stares from the closest marching soldiers.

“Fine. If you insist on behaving like children, I shall keep my educational anecdotes to myself.” Brielle raised her nose and crossed her arms as she walked along, but finally allowed herself a guilty smile. “You two are incorrigible.”

“God damn,” I said, finally catching my breath. “Fine. No more teasing.” I wiped at my eye, caught Imogen’s glance, and almost cracked up again. It was with a heroic effort that I reined in my humor though. “Fine. But! I see what you’re saying.”

“I seriously doubt it,” said Brielle.

“No, I do as well,” said Imogen. “And it rings true with much that I have felt over the course of my childhood. Even during the bleakest winters, we managed to find ways to amuse ourselves, to forget the exams and expectations. Often I thought us half mad, how we would go to such manic lengths to entertain ourselves when so much was on the line, and the punishments so severe.”

“Yes,” said Brielle. “That’s what he was getting at. That people can’t dwell on such matters for long. It’s as if the Source designed us not to. We turn our thoughts to dark humor, to ribald jokes, to -”

“Pooping together,” I said, and Imogen and I collapsed into laughter again.

“Honestly. You have the maturity of a six-year-old,” said Brielle with a sniff.

“Oh god. OK. I’m done. No more jokes. I’ve got them out of my system. But yeah.” I worked my jaw which had started to ache from the laughter. “So I guess I shouldn’t feel weird or bad if I don’t think about last night all the time?”

“No,” said Brielle. “I think I’m saying you can’t. Your mind won’t let you.”

“Conversely,” said Imogen, “if you find yourself obsessed with such horrors, then it’s a good indication that you’ve been broken.”

“Nice,” I said. “Very cheerful. Thanks, Imogen.”

She gave me a sweet smile. 

The rest of the day’s march was given to similar banter, and as if by mutual agreement we avoided difficult topics, sensing on some level that we all needed a respite. That night we made camp in the lee of a shattered hill, half of which seemed to have disintegrated in some arcane attack, leaving a raw cliff face that sheltered us from the worst of the westerly winds.

The Savior’s Men erected our tent in the center of their band’s camp, and for the first time since setting forth from Illington Brielle joined Imogen and I as we all changed into our slightly cleaner bedclothes and lay down on the blankets that had been spread out for us.

None of us spoke. I lay in the middle, between the two women, neither of them actually touching me but both close enough that I could have rolled over and nuzzled each of them if I’d so desired.

It took me forever to fall asleep, even after I heard their breathing deepen and slow. Images kept flashing through my mind. Horrors that I’d witnessed intermingled with carnal acts that I’d never imagined back in Ohio that I’d take part in. An arousing, horrific medley of torture and sex, so that I lay tormented, turning from one side to the other, wishing that I could banish the memories altogether.

Which is when I realized that I had the means: I closed my eyes, focused on my sanskaras, and sank deep into my core, to where Muladhara lay waiting. There I found peace. Bathed in the roseate light of my root sanskara I was able to leave behind the traumas and experiences that had marked me so, and finally, fall asleep.

 


Chapter 27

 


 

The water we’d taken from the warband was sufficient to get us to Peruthros. The land smoothed out into a series of gently sloping valleys, reminding me of the drive I’d taken freshman summer down to Florida with my parents, where the highway would dip and then rise toward the horizon, an endless series of shallows that nonetheless blocked our view of what lay beyond the next rise.

Each day was an endless tromp as we marched across some thirty or so miles, pausing only to refill our water bottles or squat in ashen fields to chew on dried jerky and pale vegetables. Our column was attacked three times, but Blindness warned us of each impending ambush so that the mages and archers were able to repel the two warbands that fell upon our camps during the night while taking out the flying lizard bat creatures that swooped upon us during the middle of the fourth day.

Despite this arcane protection, we marched in a state of constant unease; Peruthros drew ever closer, the last guaranteed source of water before the wasteland that spread out around the Black Tower for a hundred miles. 

Peruthros. Once known as The Shining. Now the greatest concentration of Lilith’s power west of the Tower itself. 

Victor called us to his command tent the night before we were to march up to its walls. Brielle, Imogen and I had been speculating endlessly as to what his plans to take the mighty fortress city might be, such that we were all relieved when the summons came.

Following the messenger back to Victor’s tent, I saw how the march had worn down the crusade. The men and women were all gaunt and dusted in ash, eyes like hollows, mouths thin seams in their pale visages. Rations had been just enough to keep us moving, such that each night the amount of singing had dwindled, till now I saw entire bands huddled around their fires, staring into the blue flames as if seeking some answer to their exhaustion and woe amongst the burning logs. 

I ducked my head and stepped into Victor’s tent. The usual suspects were gathered about the table: Nethran, looking haggard from a day’s scouting out front; Falstaff, face cast into a perpetual scowl; General Martha, stolid and exuding a sense of dissatisfaction; the Sacred Guard knights, Sarah the moon to Lizbeth’s sun, both of them having removed their armor and standing to one side in shirts of chain that did little to hide the contours of their bodies. 

Blindness himself stood at one of the tables, his form brilliant and colorful compared to the drab, ashen forms of everyone else. The rose-colored leaves that adorned his shoulders and swept down like a cloak rustled and shifted as if played on by a soft wind, while eyes glowed as he turned his mask to regard my companions and me.

Victor alone radiated a sense of positive confidence. He looked up from a charcoal map to grin at me, eyes almost twinkling as he did so.

How the hell did he do that? Something about that damn smile made me feel more than welcome - it made me feel appreciated, approved of on some fundamental level that made me stand up straighter and reassured doubts I hadn’t even known I was harboring. 

“Savior,” said Victor. “Welcome to our war council.”

“Peruthros is but a day away,” I said, moving to the other side of the table, Brielle and Imogen at my sides. 

“Indeed. Shining Peruthros, the Glory of Chokmah, the Light Eternal.” Victor frowned pensively. “I grew up wanting to visit. Has anybody other than Martha ever gone?”

“I did,” said Falstaff.

“And?”

“Was beautiful. Buildings of pale limestone. Clean. Straight roads, tall homes, windows with bunches of flowers trailing down, all colorful, like. People were proud, rightly so. I was but a boy, and I felt like I’d wandered into a mirror of Bastion proper. And each night the Sourcelight would burn the darkness above the city away, bright enough that day birds would flock to it, and wheel and turn like bats, confused by the pillar of brightness that never waned, never dimmed, not till each dawn finally broke in the east.”

Nobody spoke.

Martha bestirred herself. “I led a relief column to aid Peruthros when it was sieged. We rode hard, tried to cover a distance of some two hundred miles in three days. We failed. When we reached the outskirts I saw that the city had fallen, though the wall wasn’t breached.”

“How did you know?” I asked.

“The Sourcelight wasn’t shining,” she said, expression bleak. “First time since time immemorial. The night was dark above Peruthros, and all I could hear were the screams from within matched by the call of the birds grieving in the night sky above.”

‘“Tis a nut defended by a shell of mighty stone,” said Victor at last. “Martha knows it well, and has to my delight told me several hours’ worth of tales about how impregnable it is.”

Martha scowled. “You treat my warnings like a mother’s lectures. But I’m the only one here with siege experience, and we are completely unprepared for what’s to come.”

“I’ve seen some movies, read some books,” I said. “And… well, Martha’s right. We don’t have catapults. Battering rams. We’ve no siege towers, no… what are they called? The… trebuchets! No trebuchets. No sappers, no anything with which to besiege a castle.”

“Peruthros is not a castle,” snapped Martha. “It is a walled city with a fort at its core. Still, it might as well be a castle, for the walls are an engineering marvel.”

“I think Martha takes a special pleasure from describing city defenses,” said Victor, sitting down and leaning back on the chair’s rear legs. “I’ll not ruin her fun. Would you be so good as to describe the walls to the savior?”

Martha’s scowl deepened for a moment and then I saw her fight not to smile. “You are incorrigible, Victor. How you’ve led an army this far I’ll never understand.”

Victor’s smile resurfaced. “Me neither. The walls?”

Martha linked her hands behind her back and spread her stance just a little as if settling in. “First, the defenders of Peruthros leveled the suburbs that had sprung up outside the wall, razing them to the ground to ensure they had a killing field. Then there is the wall itself, which is the true defense of Peruthros. A solid structure, it is six yards thick, twenty yards tall, faced with carefully cut limestone blocks with a core of lime and crushed bricks. Between five and ten bands of brick traverse the structure, not only as a form of decoration but also bonding the stone facade with the mortar core, increasing the cohesion of the wall and making it highly resistant to earthquakes. There are over a hundred and fifty towers along the walls. When properly manned, these walls are impregnable.”

I tried to keep my features neutral. It was hard to think of our ragtag force throwing itself against that mighty wall with any measure of success. “How strong are Lilith’s forces within?”

Victor rocked his head from side to side. “Strong enough, I’m sure. They’ve had ample time to prepare for our arrival.”

“Agreed,” said Falstaff. He began to pace. “I’m sure the only reason they’ve not swept us away in an all-out attack is that they know we’ve no chance against their walls. Their generals - if they even have any - must be planning to let us batter ourselves to pieces outside, run out of water, and then watch us fall apart.”

“That’s what I’d plan if I was them,” said Victor, sounding almost cheerful.

I crossed my arms over my chest. “You’ve known this all along,” I said. “The walls, the forces inside Peruthros. You’re not bothered. You’ve got a plan?”

Victor leaped to his feet in an excess of energy. “I don’t, actually.” He flashed a smile at all of us. “I’m serious. I don’t actually have a plan. But. Think about this. If the walls of Peruthros are so amazing, how did the city fall to Lilith in the first place?”

“Treachery,” said Lizbeth, her voice grim. “Traitors from within.”

“That your plan?” I asked. “You’ve got agents inside the city?”

“I told you, Noah. I’ve no plan.” Victor’s smile slowly smoothed away. “What I have is faith. Faith in the source. In you. Your presence is your secret weapon.”

Martha snorted. Even Lizbeth raised an eyebrow.

“I, uh, appreciate your confidence in me,” I said, heart thumping in my chest. “But I don’t think I could storm those walls -”

“No, a frontal assault is clearly out,” said Victor, impatient. “Even if we had ten times our number and a full complement of siege engines we’d never take Peruthros by force. That was never my plan. Instead, we’re going to have to use a combination of wit and magic to accomplish the impossible. Martha, what are the weakest spots of any castle’s defense?”

“The gates,” said Martha without hesitation.

Falstaff scoffed. “The gates will be massively defended.”

“Sure,” said Victor, “but the principle is that we cross the walls through existing perforations. The walls of Peruthros were never tested during the thousand years they stood. Right up until Lilith took the city from within. Right? Chokmah was never assaulted until now. Which, if you think about it, means the walls were completely useless all along, but never mind.”

“What’s your point?” asked Sarah, voice tight with impatience.

“My point,” said Victor, “is that even in Chokmah people were people. The city outgrew its walls hundreds of years ago, right? Entire neighborhoods were built outside them, neighborhoods that would be sacrificed the moment an enemy showed up, right Martha?”

“Yes?” Martha clearly was unsure as to where Victor was going. “So?”

“So. C’mon. Think like a wealthy Peruthrusian merchant. Or a thief. Or smuggler. After all those centuries, you don’t think anybody dug tunnels or came up with a way through the walls without passing through the gates?”

His question hung in the air. I saw the others exchange dubious glances, but I felt my pulse quicken as I realized where he was going. “Geomancy.”

His grin confirmed my leap of intuition. “Precisely.”

“But hold up,” I said. “If we can find them, so can Lilith’s forces.”

“Not so,” said Blindness, his voice final. “The powers of geomancy are not available to the practitioners of Hexenmagic. Their purview lies with corruption, obfuscation, misdirection, and destruction. They may have some overlap with creative uses of sensing weakness, but geomancy itself is beyond them.”

“See?” Victor placed his hands on his hips. “So here’s what we’ll do. We’ll ride up to the main gate and make camp just outside of their attack range. I’ll engage their leaders in whatever nonsense kind of diplomacy they’re willing to deal with and buy Imogen time to circle Peruthros and find whatever secret way in there most certainly exists right under their noses. At dawn, we’ll send a strike force inside with the goal of unlocking a side gate or the like through which we’ll enter and destroy their defenses.”

“That counts as a plan,” I said.

“Fine,” said Victor. “So perhaps it does. But that’s what I’ve got going. To be honest, I don’t think our people could do much more than a sneak attack, anyway. We’re too worn out. Too tired. Too malnourished and on the verge of running out of water altogether.”

“What if there’s no secret tunnel?” asked Nethran, voice quiet. 

“There is,” said Victor. “Human nature guarantees it.”

“But if there isn’t?” pressed Nethran.

“My friend, there is a tunnel. Maybe several.” Victor gave a helpless shrug. “Peruthros wasn’t populated by angels. Real people have lived and died there for as long as there’s recorded history. Trade, greed, avarice, deception - these have been human constants on every world, in every sphere, even these divine ones.”

Nethran pursed his lips and said nothing more.

Lizbeth rocked back onto her heels, arms crossed, chin lowered in thought. “I can’t believe that these entrances will be unguarded. The followers of Lilith may be evil, but they’re not all stupid.”

“Sure,” said Victor. “But what are the odds that any defense they’ve put together will be able to withstand Blindness if he leads the infiltration force?”

Everyone turned to stare at the archmagus. 

“Good point,” said Lizbeth.

“That is,” said Victor, “if he agrees to go. Will you, Blindness? Lead the attack through the tunnel?”

He didn’t respond at once, but finally nodded, and I wasn’t the only one to sigh in relief. 

“So there you go. We’ll send our very best into the tunnel, they open the gate from within, signal, then we all enter Peruthros, take the enemy by surprise, cut them down where they stand, then focus our energies on taking the fort.” Victor sat back down and interlaced his fingers behind his head. “Simple.”

I grimaced. “You just jinxed us.”

“This plan is jinx proof.”

Martha gently rubbed at the scar tissue that covered the side of her face. “If there’s a secret tunnel. If it hasn’t been collapsed or is defended as strongly as the front gate. If the strike force is able to find a side gate and open it without alerting the enemy. If the entire crusade is then able to pass through the wall without the rest of the city taking note.”

“A lot of ‘ifs’,” agreed Victor. “But that’s where having the Source on your side is pivotal. Right savior?”

“Right,” I said, though I didn’t feel as confident as Victor did. “Brielle? Imogen? Thoughts?”

Brielle was hugging herself as she stared down at the charcoal sketch of Peruthros’ walls. “I don’t see an alternative.”

“There is no alternative,” said Imogen. “I fear Victor is correct in his assessment of our force. We’re in no condition to engage in a standing battle. We’re much weaker than we were when we took Illington. Any success will depend on a surprise tactic such as this one.”

“Something the enemy general will also know,” said Brielle. “They’ll expect us to pursue something like this. Unless.”

“Unless?” asked Victor.

“Unless you’re able to convince them that you’re a glorious idiot,” said Brielle, smile cutting. “And reassure them that you’re just the kind of fool that would lead a crusade against an impregnable city without a plan.”

Victor laughed. “I think I can do that. Now, let’s talk specifics and walk through every aspect of the plan. We’ve a lot to nail down before we can begin.”

 

 

* * *

 

That night I lay between Brielle and Imogen once more. We’d spoken little since leaving Victor’s tent, and after a sparse dinner had retired to the tent. We’d changed into our night clothes by the dim luminescence of a single lantern, not looking at each other in some awkward attempt at privacy as we did so. 

The blankets did little to disguise the fact that we slept on the floor. Nobody turned off the lamp. The canvas sagged above us, patchwork and threadbare. An old tent, this was. I could tell that the two women were awake beside me. Their presence gave me comfort, and I thought then of Neveah, alone in her prison tent. 

The thought struck me as a perfect metaphor for the unnecessary cruelty of the world, and like that the floodgates opened. I saw my ax thunk down into the prisoner’s shoulder, missing her neck in an atrocious act of inadvertent cruelty. Saw one of the warband’s warriors have an arm thrust into the flames of a bonfire, the skin immediately blistering and running, charring away to reveal glistening flesh beneath. 

I must have groaned because Imogen’s fingers found my own and interlaced with them. I squeezed her hand, and for some reason, tears were running out of the corner of my eyes.

“What happened to those kids?” I whispered.

Neither of them answered me, but Brielle’s hand found my own, her long fingers sliding between mine. 

I couldn’t stop the thoughts. I recalled the horrific platform in Hidden Hope. The men and women impaled at the entrance to Illington. The crowd breaking their prisoners on the wheel within that fiery square. 

“Noah?” Brielle’s concerned whisper as she rose up on one elbow to gaze down at me.

“It’s nothing,” I said, but couldn’t wipe at the tears. My hands were held, and I didn’t want to let go. I tried to swallow the knot in my throat. 

“It’s not,” said Imogen, rising up on my other side, face made young and innocent without her glasses. 

“I’m OK,” I lied. “Just - it’s been a lot, you know?”

Brielle reached out and curled my hair away from my eyes. “More than a lot.”

I thought of the woman who had captured me in Harthome, the witch, lying on the side of the road, eyes spattered across her cheeks.

What had her name been?

Good lord, had I forgotten her name? Rose something. Roseanne? 

Horror seized me. I remembered her in her hut, hands pressed against the wall, looking over her shoulder at me with those eyes that were destined to burst in her skull on the moment of her death, sweat slicking her back as I’d fucked her.

Rose what? 

I sat up, pulled my hands free, and pressed them to my face. I felt nauseated. How could I forget her name? 

“Hey,” whispered Imogen, sliding an arm over my shoulders and holding me close. “Noah, what is it?”

“Nothing.”

Brielle moved to recline before me, sheets sliding around her waist, crimson hair escaping the crude braid she’d woven just half an hour ago. “Lying won’t help.”

“It’s -” I dropped my hands and inhaled raggedly. “Just - all of this. I don’t know. It just hit me all at once. The missing children. The things we’ve seen. I thought of Neveah, stuck in that tent alone, and for some reason that - I don’t know. Brought up a lot of shit.”

Neither of them spoke. Imogen rested her head on my shoulder, holding me still. Brielle looked down at her hands, her fingers slowly teasing threads apart from a tear in one of the blankets. 

“I know I shouldn’t be scared,” I said. “I’m the savior. I’m supposed to be the hero of this whole thing, right? Brave and - and laughing in the face of death, and larger than life. And I’m trying. And I feel like I’m getting better at it. But there are still parts of me that wake up and go: what the fuck? What the fuck have I gotten into? Whole aspects of this voyage feel so unreal that they don’t touch me, the real me, don’t - don’t register, you know, as real? Which allows me to just move through it, kind of numb. But then random things get through and I realize this is really happening, that real people are being tortured to death, that we could die horribly or worse at any time, and - and -” My words failed me. 

I took a deep breath, sat straighter. “I mean, Brielle, you were sucked into that worm behemoth. What would have happened to you if I had not somehow figured out how to jump after you? You’d be dead. Gone forever. Just like that. Not here in front of me. And that can happen at any moment, and that’s fucking crazy.”

“But you did figure it out,” said Brielle.

“But what if next time I don’t?”

“Then I die,” she said, and there was a bleak acceptance in her voice that near broke my heart.

“No,” I said, and shook my head slowly for emphasis. “That’s not good enough.”

Imogen spoke, voice dreamy as if lost in a reverie. “It’s all we can do. Our best. And if we’re lucky, our best will be good enough.”

Frustration, fear, defiance, anger. All of them churned within me. “Well, if I can use these powers I was given for anything, it will be to keep you guys safe. I swear it. I know that probably sounds stupid, given what we’re up against, but I swear. I’ll make sure you both are all right. Valeria, Emma when we find them. Neveah, as soon as we can figure her situation out.”

Brielle reached out to place her arm on my forearm. Imogen squeezed me close. 

“And we’re going to catch a fucking Hexenmagus in Peruthros,” I said. “Make him take that parasite out of you, Imogen, so we can heal you and find Valeria and Emma. That’s my top priority going in. Over everything else.”

“Very well,” said Imogen.

“Yes,” said Brielle, and nodded gravely.

I felt an idiot making an oath I knew I had no power to keep, but if desire could force itself upon the world and shape events to its favor, if my sheer need to keep my friends alive could have any impact on the days to come, then the intensity of mine would see it so.

“Come,” said Imogen, pulling me back down. “Tomorrow is going to be a long day. We need to rest.”

Brielle slid up alongside me and placed her head on my shoulder. Imogen did the same, and a moment later Brielle slid her leg up so that her knee crossed my thigh. 

“It’s the sacred duty of the companions,” said Imogen, voice dreamy once more. “To protect the savior. They are the five fingers that curl into a protective fist. The five petals that close around the bud. We are your shield against the world. As long as you have us, you are safe, Noah. You swore to protect us, but it is us five that will protect you. Against Lilith. Against the world. Against violence, against enemies, even against yourself. You are safe with us. Here. Now. With Brielle and I. You’re safe.”

And somehow her words unlocked something tight in my chest, and my breath hitched and then flowed out in a deep sigh. 

“Safe,” said Brielle, nuzzling her head into a slightly more comfortable position in the hollow of my shoulder, her hand moving up to lie across my chest.

Their bodies warmed me. Imogen was slight and lithe, while Brielle was long and athletic. I felt the tension leave my body. The terrible images ceased to flow through my mind. Ensconced between their bodies, I finally slept.

 


Chapter 28

 


 

We rode at dawn. New energy had invigorated the crusade, so that for the first time men and women moved with purpose, breaking camp quickly and gulping down their meager rations of water so that we could march forward and bring our destination into sight at long last.

I walked alongside Victor in the vanguard, and for the first time saw his crusading banner; he ordered it unfurled and carried just behind him, a glorious white sun whose rippling rays streamed out behind it like a comet against a sea of gold. It snapped in the cold, biting wind, and each time I caught sight of its brilliance my heart lifted.

At first, we saw nothing on the horizon, which rose above us at the far edge of the valley. We marched in silence, everyone intent on what lay just over the rise, and I saw scouts that were clearly not ours watching us in the distance. On we marched, the ash silty with the morning dew, our wagons creaking behind us, the tromp of hundreds of boots breaking the otherwise eerie silence. On, mile by mile, rising ever higher, until at last we crested the final rise and Peruthros lay before us.

The sight tightened my chest and silenced my tongue with wonder. It was a city in truth, a great, sprawling metropolis, surrounded by an awe-inspiring wall, set hard by a broad river that flowed through its heart and out the far side into a bay filled with iron-hued water. 

Towers rose, spires upon spire, and it was clear that once they had been of the brightest white stone. Now, however, all were filthy, as if a patina of corruption had fallen upon the city, making of those great walls a jaundiced, wretched color, stained as if by nicotine and dirt. 

Still, the sight was enough to draw a ragged cheer from the soldiers behind us as we marched on and each band caught sight in turn of the fabled city. And in that cheer, I heard a celebration: that Victor had brought us as promised to Peruthros, had delivered our crusade to the gates of the enemy, had seen his followers through yet another trial and been good to his word. 

That we had arrived. And that though what lay before us may spell our end, we had overcome the odds yet again to defy Lilith, to show her that in the face of impossible odds still the Source and those faithful to it could persevere.

On we marched, down the gradual slope toward the distant city, and I saw great banners of crimson and black streaming from its walls and towers, and on those banners a glyph that turned my stomach and made my head ache if I studied it too long.

“Lilith’s Sign,” said Imogen, face pale as she stared down at the city by my side. “Its very presence draws her attention and twists fate in her favor.”

“It spells her name?” I asked.

“No, nobody knows her true name. We call her Lilith out of tradition. She guards her true name jealously, for knowledge of it would give us power over her. No, that symbol but spells out her title: Our Lady of Pain.”

I shivered and pulled my thick cloak tighter about my shoulders. 

When the last of our crusade had cleared the rise, I turned to gaze back over our number and my heart sank. Compared to the might of those towering walls, compared to the size of the city itself, we seemed pitifully few; we numbered but eight hundred or so souls, each man and woman worn down to the nub by months of marching, months of combat, their souls worn threadbare from the horrors they’d been forced to witness, by the horrors they’d been forced to commit so as to steal victory time and time again from the jaws of the enemy.

What chance did we have against such a mighty force? The enemy had to be laughing atop the walls. Watching our meager army approach, scorning our ambitions. 

I hunched my shoulders and fought to keep despair from my heart. As the city grew closer that task grew ever harder. Our approach brought us onto an ancient highway, easily some thirty yards wide and made of cunningly interlocked stones, now barely visible through the drifts of ash. It led down to the main gates, a vast affair through which two buses from back home could have driven, the portal itself easily twenty yards tall, a huge portcullis of gleaming steel covering the massive doors like a latticework of silver threads. 

I saw hundreds of soldiers massed atop the walls, little more than gleaming helmets and dark-haired heads from this distance, and from within the city itself, dozens of plumes of smoke arose as if the city were being sacked still by its conquerors.

Martha marched to Brielle’s side. “It is said that over sixty thousand souls lived in Peruthros when it fell.” Her voice was thin in the dawn air. “Yet not a single one of them escaped the siege. When I arrived I saw no refugees spilling out of the gates. Nobody in the weeks to follow emerged. Nobody arrived at the closest towns claiming to be from Peruthros. Nobody knows what happened to them, the people of Peruthros. Said to have been the best and most brave of Chokmah. Nobody knows what happened to its heroes, its mages, its philosophers and priests. All were kept within the walls. As far as anyone knows, they’re in there still. In there, with the worst of Lilith’s followers.”

I shivered again, and thereafter no one spoke. We marched down, down to that great gate, the walls growing ever larger as we approached until I could have sworn they loomed far higher than the twenty yards Martha had claimed. Forty, perhaps more. 

Countless crows wheeled through the air above the city, a maelstrom of dark-feathered bodies that followed some pattern known only to themselves, weaving and interweaving as they cawed and danced upon the winds and between the plumes of smoke.

Other, fouler creatures flew with them. I peered up into the dim sky and saw great winged shapes, sinuous as snakes but far larger coiling within the columns of smoke. As we drew closer I realized that the crows were too large; ravens, perhaps, or ravens the size of vultures. I thought I saw hints of other monstrous creatures up there in the sky; scaled bodies, feathered wings, the glimmer of the dull morning light upon bodies fit only for the most twisted of imaginations. 

Victor guided us to within five hundred yards of the city and there raised a fist so that the column groaned and came to a halt behind him, the clank of armor and the creak of wheels silencing at long last. 

“Mounts,” said Victor, and our mounts were brought forth, a dozen of our best animals, which at this stage in our journey wasn’t saying much. Brielle, Imogen and I mounted up. Victor did the same, along with Martha, Blindness, the Sacred Guard duo, Kashala, Inixia, and a half dozen of our best warriors. 

Victor rode forward a few paces then turned his horse around. His beast was spirited; perhaps it sensed the importance of the moment, for it pranced sideways, throwing its head back, but Victor seemed not to mind. He fixed his attention on us and brought the horse under control with a nonchalant ease that I couldn’t help but envy.

“My friends!” His voice somehow carried on the thin winds. “You’ve heard me give inspiring speeches before. Heard me paint pretty pictures for you with my words, talk about honor and valor, about the Source and how proud I am of you all, heard me so many times that I do not doubt you are sick of it!”

His grin flashed, and I sensed more than heard an uneasy chuckle pass through the ranks.

“This time I won’t seek to inspire you. No.” His horse pranced once more, legs rising high, and still, Victor rode it with consummate ease. “You all know the odds we’ve defied in getting here. The sacrifices we’ve made. You’re none of you green recruits. You’re none of you naive about the horrors of war. I gaze upon you all and see hardened veterans. Men and women who will do what needs doing to defeat Lilith and her minions. Tough, seasoned warriors who won’t flinch from whatever task that is given to them.”

Again I sensed it: a flow of energy passing through the ranks, a stiffening of their resolve. 

“My friends! You see before you Peruthros, once known as the Shining, but now alas she shines no more! She suffers under Lilith’s rule, and we, we brave, mad, foolish few, we’ve come to her aid! I swear this to you, though you’ll think me insane: tonight, Peruthros falls to our righteous cause! Come dusk, we shall walk her halls as victors! Come dusk, we shall feast and celebrate our victory, and the hordes within her walls shall lie dead and despoiled at our feet!”

At this Victor stood in his stirrups and drew his blade. “Have I yet made a promise to you that I did not keep?”

“No!” bellowed hundreds of throats back to him.

“Have I ever led you to ought but victory?”

“No!”

“Then hear me now, crusaders, brothers and sisters mine, the blood of my blood, heroes one and all! Tonight, we crush Peruthros beneath our heels! Tonight, we liberate the city from Lilith so that it may once again be known as the Shining! Its walls will not deter us! Its gate shall not stop us! No matter the force within, they shall be defeated, for the Savior is with us, the Source is the wind at our backs, and we shall prevail!”

And fuck me if I didn’t scream out my agreement alongside everyone else as Victor thrust his blade up into the air, and fuck me twice if the cloud cover which had never broken since I’d arrived at Ghogiel didn’t part so that an errant ray of sunlight speared down to catch his blade and make it gleam.

We screamed our agreement, we ragged few hundred, and at that moment I believed him, believed ourselves fated to win, to conquer the mighty city that lay before us, no matter how meager and pitiful our ranks.

“For the Source!” bellowed Victor, riding his mount back and forth, blade held high. “For the Source! For the fallen, for Chokmah, for victory!”

Wave after wave of shouts and cheers fell upon him like surf pounding at a cliff, and then Victor whirled his blade above his head and pointed it at the gate which was now opening. “Sound the trumpets! Delegates, to me. We ride!”

I dug my heels into my mount, and broke into a gallop, buoyed by the energy roiling behind us, so that the twelve of us rode down the last of the road, followed by the rising clarion call of the trumpets and the defiant yells of our crusade to meet Lilith’s ambassador as he rode forth to greet us through the parting gates.

The enemy’s delegation was but the one man: he rode a massive charger, a horse that looked more bull than equine, jet black and with disturbing runnels of mud or blood coursing down its legs to leave wet hoofprints in the ashen drawbridge that was lowered before it.

The spokesman himself was clad in only a pair of black breeches; his bare upper torso was as white as paper, his hair long and of the same bleached color, his body whip-thin and with every muscle defined as if the fat had been flensed with careful exactitude. 

No weapon hung from his hip. No banner rose above him, lashed to his saddle.

We slowed our approach, and the spokesman did the same, so at the last we walked our mounts to within speaking distance and stopped, dust disturbed by our arrival drifting by in a slow cloud.

For a moment nobody spoke. I examined the man. There was something of the fox to him, to his clever, mobile mouth, his shrewd pale blue eyes, the laconic amusement that seemed to linger behind his neutral expression. His hair hung past his shoulders, bone white, playing across his aristocratic features every so often when the wind blew.

“Hail, Victor,” he said at last, voice arch, his tone wry. “Crusading hero for the Source, harbinger of justice and dread. I am Salathis. It is gratifying to finally clap eyes on you.”

Victor leaned forward, resting a forearm on the horn of his saddle, armor creaking as he did so. “Hail, mouthpiece for the enemy. I’m glad you lot saw fit to come out and accept my demand for surrender.”

“Surrender?” Salathis raised an eyebrow. “Whatever gave you that idea?”

“Him,” said Victor, and pointed at me.

Which was my cue to sit up straight and glare at the man in what I hoped was a severe, if not menacing manner. 

“And you would be…?” The man studied me and then his eyes widened. “Ah. The tenth savior.” And a hunger entered his pale blue eyes that sent a shiver down my spine. “The rumors were true, I see. How delightful. The tenth, and dare I say, the last. And here you are, having come of your own volition to Peruthros. A delight, I say. A veritable delight.”

“Then you delight in your own impending death,” I said, my voice ringing out in the chill air. “Where I ride the Source rides with me. The walls of Peruthros won’t save you and your ilk. What’s left of your life can now be counted in hours.”

I thought it a pretty awesome threat, but Salathis didn’t seem alarmed.

“Oh, I’m sure. Me and my thousands of warriors, the dozens of mages, the fallen clerics, along with the host of Lilith’s most devoted bestial lovers. We shall all write our wills and testaments forthwith. The end is nigh!” And the fucker actually tittered.

The man’s levity didn’t phase Victor. “Jest all you want, you inbred idiot. Come dusk we’ll take the city, and I’ll take personal pleasure in tearing your lamprey cock out by the roots and shoving it down your throat till you choke to death on it.”

That gave everyone pause. Even the spokesman frowned. Lamprey cock, I thought. Gonna have to remember that one.

“This is a farce,” said Salathis. “Your force is pitiful and without siege machines. You don’t stand a chance against our walls. I was sent by Ghalesha, Queen of the Night, to offer you these terms -”

“Ghalesha?” I asked.

Salathis turned to me with deliberate slowness. “The ruler of Peruthros, anointed by Lilith, her avatar of pain and disquiet.”

“An avatar of disquiet, eh?” Victor grinned at the man. “That’s positively terrifying. What else you guys got behind those walls? An avatar of slight unease? A paragon of nervousness?”

Salathis narrowed his eyes. “Surrender. Turn yourself, the savior, and the mages amongst you over to us, and the rest of you may go free. No punishment will be levied on any who drop their arms and walk away. This is the only time this offer shall be made.”

I tried for Victor’s tone of easy nonchalance. “We’re probably the wrong part of this army to be making that offer to.”

“No matter,” said the spokesman. “Word shall spread. And whether or not you surrender, the offer shall stand for any who walk away. Personally, though?” His pale lips drew back from his perfect white teeth. “I hope none of you do. I want to see you throw yourselves against our walls. Oh, I shall dine atop them beside our queen and partake in the entertainment. What joy.”

“What joy indeed,” said Victor. “But, as I said, we got the motherfucking savior right here. The Source is at our backs. Whatever the odds, we cannot fail.”

“Really,” said Salathis, drawing the word out with obvious pleasure. “Do you think the first nine saviors thought the same thing?”

“I’m not them,” I said. “But I don’t need to convince you of that. You’ll find out soon enough.”

“Oh, don’t worry, that at least is quite evident. I’ve met several of the fallen saviors. Impressive men and women all. Warrior poets, mage philosophers, peerless knights and paladins of old. You are not one of them.” His pale gaze bored into me. “You are just a dirty, ashen boy who is clearly out of his depth. Bluster alone won’t knock these walls down, boy.”

I bristled and sat up straight, but before I could retort Victor turned to Kashala. “When you’re ready.”

She raised her hand and a stream of flame as thick as a tree trunk flew forth to envelop a glimmering purple ward that sprung up around Salathis. Its roar was deafening, the heat tremendous, and our mounts shied away, neighing in alarm.

I could hear Salathis cursing us, his voice pitched high in fury and alarm, and then his ward collapsed and flames bathed his mount, incinerating his steed and killing it immediately.

Kashala closed her hand into a fist and the deluge of fire ceased. In the silence that followed, I gaped at the charred remnants of the horse, but it was obvious that Salathis had somehow escaped. 

“I felt a flare of power,” said Imogen. “He used a Hexenmagic spell at the very last that allowed him to escape. I don’t know what kind.”

“No matter,” said Victor. “Our message was clear. Time to return to our force before they send anyone else out the gate.” And so saying he turned his horse about and dug his heels into its flanks.

We all followed, and I couldn’t resist gazing back as we galloped up the road to our waiting army. Back at the drawbridge which was rising once more, the portcullis lowering, at the banners streaming from the gatehouse tower tops, and at what might have been a pale-skinned, bare-chested man standing atop the battlements, watching us go.

 

* * *

 

Our crusading army prepared for battle. Men were set to digging light fortifications on our frontline, little more than a shallow ditch overshadowed by angled stakes, but even that caused most to retch from the effort or collapse onto the freshly dug earth, heaving for breath and shaking. Filthy tents were haphazardly erected, campfires lit, and food and what was left of the water distributed to fill bellies and stiffen resolve. Nobody bothered with digging latrines, and soon the smell of shit could be detected even in the thin, cold air. 

Everywhere I sensed tension, excitement, dread, expectation. Eyes that had been dull and near lifeless during the march now gleamed with emotion; voices were raised in shouts, cries of anger or peals of laughter. I heard one man loudly boast as to how he was going to take as many prisoners as he could so as to strangle each one on their own viscera while they yet lived. His antics as he mimed being choked elicited catcalls and hoots of laughter from those around him. I saw another man close by staring off at nothing as he ran his whetstone down his blades, slowly, over and over again, his lips little more than a pressed line, his blade sharpened to a gleaming sickle.

Several men tried to press their waterskins into my hand, a gesture of incredible magnanimity until I realized it was some kind of pungent moonshine within. I declined as graciously as I could and earned hostile stares as a result. More than a few were stumbling drunk within an hour of our arrival. 

Everyone sensed that death walked amongst us, hands dripping with blood, jaws hungering for lives and that soon it would reap a terrible harvest.

Blindness gathered the mages and set about creating a ward to detect attempts at infiltration or assassination; within the first hour, three cloaked figures were detected and killed by bolts of flame and electricity. 

My companions and I had nothing to do ‘til dusk fell. Victor planned a sortie to pass to and fro before the main gate, not engage but draw attention, and so was busy with those preparations, drilling his chosen soldiers in how to behave and how to not draw too close to the walls.

After the first few hours, I returned to my tent to meditate. The thought of waiting all day, pacing back and forth and watching the enemy walls was too draining to contemplate, so instead, I retired with Imogen to work on my magic.

“See if you can sense Manipura,” said Imogen, sitting cross-legged before me. “When you descend to Muladhara, seek out a fierier tint to your magic before you cleanse. Then, once you’ve grounded, search for the sun behind your sternum.”

More easily said than done. I closed my eyes, focused on my breathing, and sought the great bronze eyes of that owl-like figure that seemed to watch me in my times of greatest need. It didn’t manifest, so after a while I drew my consciousness down to my core, down that well of rose-tinted air to where the great fleshy flower of Muladhara dwelt, petals closed delicately over its ruby core. 

I lost myself there for a while, cleansing and bonding with Muladhara, relishing that primal sense of security that it exuded, allowing it to drain me of all doubt and fear until at long last I drew my mind back from its glittering ruby heart. Even as pangs of frailty and weakness assailed me - withdrawal symptoms that were growing less powerful with each exercise - I gazed up and tried to search out the sun of Manipura.

Nothing. 

The golden thread that descended the heart of my shaft glimmered with an ethereal light, but no sun, miniature or otherwise burned around it. I rose, fighting the usual urge to fly right back up into my mind, and instead floated up slowly, examining the well around me, seeking some hint of warmth, some flicker of flame.

Nothing. 

I fought back my disappointment, and tried again, descending to Muladhara, cleansing though my magic was already clear, and then a third time, and a fourth. Frustration drove me on, and soon my grasp on the clarity of my vision began to cloud, until with a groan I opened my eyes, losing my meditative trance altogether.

“It’s impossible,” I said, feeling petulant but not caring. “There’s no sun down there. Not even a hint of it.”

Imogen smiled. She’d lain back on one elbow and clearly been watching me for some time. To my shock I realized the light had changed drastically; shadows lay at a completely different angle across our threadbare blankets, and it was past late afternoon. As if on cue, my stomach roiled and gurgled with hunger.

“Manipura is there, as are all the other sanskaras,” she said. “Your inability to sense and connect with them does not mean your spirit is lobotomized and incomplete. In time you will tease them forth. Also, consider this: the fact that you have already touched Manipura so soon after reaching your third circle of Muladhara is…” She paused, shaking her head slowly. “I think the correct word is ‘ridiculous’. You have done what it can take most novices five or so years to accomplish. Impatience on your part is indicative of a spoiled nature. Do not expect the sun and the stars to fall into your hand merely because you stretch it out.” 

“Fine, I know.” I played with a tear in the blanket between my crossed feet, teasing out one thread after another. “Still. Being able to fly would be pretty damn useful with what’s coming up.”

“True,” said Imogen. “Who would not fly if they could? I’ve sought Manipura ever since I learned of it, but no matter how hard I’ve looked I’ve yet to have it reveal itself to me. Don’t fret. You at least can rest assured that it will come to you in time.”

“I know, I know.” I snapped the thread I was toying with and tossed it aside. “Still, I feel like I’m getting a hang of this whole meditation thing, you know? I can drop down to Muladhara without any problem now. Cleansing my reservoir is becoming a snap.”

“Mmmhmm,” said Imogen, raising an eyebrow so that it appeared over the curve of her glasses.

“What?”

“The trick is not to do so in the tranquility of your own tent, but to be able to do so in the thick of battle when you are most distracted.”

“But… don’t we cleanse before going into battle? Why would I need to meditate when fighting?”

“Strong emotion can tint your reservoir, no matter how much you just cleansed it. Nothing is as primal as fighting for one’s life. When you are under attack, your Muladhara sanskara will open and tint your reservoir quickly, making it hard for you to use your magic as cleanly and smoothly as you might need.”

“So - what are you saying? We need to be able to cleanse while fighting?” I frowned at her. “How the heck do you close your eyes and go down there while someone’s trying to chop at your head.”

Imogen smirked. “You’re mastering the most basic form of meditation. A master like Blindness is continuously cleansing and grounding. All the time. While speaking. While sleeping. He never ceases. He probably doesn’t even think about it any longer - just does so reflexively.”

My eyes opened wide. “He’s always meditating?”

“Meditating is simply a word used for the process of elevating your mind, achieving the focus and clarity that allow one to best harness one’s magical gifts. It’s not a thing in and of itself, but rather a process, a way of being. Mages as powerful as Blindness are always within that state of mind.”

“And you?” I leaned forward. “You do that too?”

“No,” said Imogen. “I’m skilled but no master. Though I no longer need to close my eyes in a quiet place. I can purposefully meditate, cleanse and ground while talking and acting. It takes effort: I must consciously desire to do so, and though the process is quick it still takes time. Often I have to cleanse several times during an extended fight or conflict, remembering to do so each time.”

“Damn,” I said, suddenly feeling like a fool. “And here I was feeling all proud that I can meditate in a quiet tent by myself.”

Imogen laughed. “You should be proud. Remember, you’re learning at an astonishing speed. You’ve accomplished in weeks what it took me two years. And I was considered a prodigy.”

“So you’re saying I’m good,” I said with a grin.

“You have… potential.”

I moved forward onto all fours and crawled over to her. “You’re saying I’m a prodigy.”

Imogen scowled and leaned back. “You’ve surprised me, yes. Prodigy? I’m not sure.”

I kept moving forward until she dropped onto her back before me. “Say it. ‘Noah, you’re amazing.’”

Imogen rolled her eyes in mock annoyance. “Really?”

“Don’t make me make you say it.”

She gazed up at me skeptically. “And how would you do that, Mr. Third Circle?”

I slid my hand up between the frills of her ruffled black skirt till my palm rested on her mons, fingers lightly pressing on the slit I could barely feel between her leggings. “I have my ways.”

“Mmm,” she moaned, subtly shifting her hips. “I don’t think you -”

The tent flap opened and Brielle ducked inside, a tray with three steaming bowls of something in her hands. “Hey, I thought - oh. Oh!”

I yanked my hand out from under Imogen’s skirt as if scalded and rolled over to lie next to her, feeling like a high schooler whose mom had walked in on him watching porn. “I - hey! Brielle. That, uh, soup?”

Imogen sat up, poised and at ease. “We should devise a system with which to inform the others when we’re… busy.”

Brielle blinked, then her face flushed and she went to set the tray down. “My apologies. I didn’t know I intruded.”

“Hey, wait a second, Brielle.” I sat forward. “Wait. Don’t go.”

She’d been about to rise from her crouch, tray on the ground before her, and hesitated. Eyes narrowed. “What is it?”

“I - I don’t really know.” And suddenly I felt like an idiot. What was it I wanted to say? “Don’t throw a bowl of soup at me, all right? But - look. We’re a team. A circle. You, Imogen, and myself. Neveah.” That pang of guilt. “Valeria and Emma, wherever they are. And - well. I want us all to be comfortable with this, you know?”

“This?” asked Brielle, tone flat.

“You’re going to throw a bowl of soup at me, aren’t you,” I said.

“I’ll admit I’m close.”

“What I mean is, I’m starting to finally really appreciate how important what we have is.” And suddenly I was on firm footing. “When Shalarra first told me about needing to bond with five companions, with what it entailed, all I could think of was the sex, and how complicated it was going to be to, uh…”

“Have sex constantly with five different women,” said Imogen brightly.

I shot her a dirty look. “Well, yes. But now, out here? Having traveled through Ghogiel? I’m starting to finally appreciate the real value of having you guys with me.”

“Beyond the sex?” asked Brielle, voice heavy with scorn. “How enlightened of you to see us as more than just sex toys.”

“Hold off on that soup bowl a little longer, yeah?” I turned so I could look at them both at once. “I’m - I mean, you guys saw me last night. You heard Salathis down there. He was right, on some level. I really am just some kid out of Ohio. Often it feels like all I’ve got is bluster. And sometimes I don’t know if I have what it takes to make this work. To keep keeping on, you know? Some of the things we’ve seen… I mean, if I have to see more stuff like that? If that’s what the future holds, or worse? Then I’m going to need you guys. Need you around me. Need you close.”

“That’s all very nice,” said Brielle, still resting easily on the balls of her feet. “But what does that have to do with my interrupting you just now?”

“It’s…” I struggled for the words. “That look I saw on your face. It wasn’t the right look, the way we need to approach this.”

She rose smoothly to her feet. “Fuck you.”

“No, listen. What I mean is: yeah, it’s awkward walking in on each other like this, but we need to find a way not to resent it or feel embarrassed, or shocked, you know? Because what we have between us is what’s going to get me to Malkuth, to the finish line. Without you girls and your support, I’m just not going to make it.”

I saw my words hit home. She pursed her lips as she considered me, hands on her hips. “So what do you want? For me to give you a thumbs-up the next time?”

I rubbed my face vigorously and sat up straighter. “No. Just know that it’s OK. That this is normal, you know? That what we’re sharing between us is a good thing. Nothing to be embarrassed about. Even if it feels weird or awkward at the moment. These moments of lightness, of play, of - of intimacy, they’re what is going to help keep us all sane. And that’s a good thing.”

Brielle didn’t react at first, her face a mask, and then, to my immense relief, she gave a slow nod. “I think I understand what you’re blathering about.”

I collapsed onto my back and draped my arm over my eyes. “Thank god.”

“In any case: soup. Victor’s leaving for the front gate in half an hour at sunsets. We’re to be ready to head out on our private expedition shortly thereafter.”

My stomach gurgled again and I sat up. “Mmm. Soup.” I picked up one of the bowls. “What’s the difference between soup and stew?”

“You’re asking me?” asked Brielle, tone haughty.

“Don’t princesses eat soup?” I raised my hand. “You know what? Never mind. Thank you for bringing it in the first place.”

Her shoulders lowered a fraction, and she sat down. “You’re welcome.”

Imogen took up her bowl. “It really is fascinating to be a companion. To experience one of the greatest wonders and mysteries of the universe firsthand.”

“Is that a ludicrously over-the-top compliment?” I asked.

“Oh, don’t take it personally,” she said, waving her spoon airily. “I’m referring rather to being connected so directly to the Source through your person. Think of it: how many people can claim to have been so personally involved with the primordial force behind all of creation?”

“Some fifty-four before us,” said Brielle darkly.

Imogen dropped her hand into her lap. “Fine. Barring the previous nine saviors and their companions.”

“I wonder what happened to them?” I shoveled the thin soup into my mouth and swallowed. Practically tasteless. “Did they all die? Were they captured and taken to Lilith? And if so, are they still out there somewhere?”

Brielle looked down into her soup, and I saw a band of muscle appear over the joint of her jaw. For a moment I didn’t get it, and then I did, and then I felt awful.

“Oh. Brielle, I’m so sorry. I didn’t think.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” she said briskly, sitting up straight and pushing a thick lock of crimson hair from her face. “My father departed years ago. He’s long gone.”

I wanted to kick myself for being an idiot. Casually wondering as to the horrific ends of the previous companions in front of Brielle. “Maybe we’ll find him.”

“I sincerely doubt it,” said Brielle. “Regardless, can we change the subject?”

“Perhaps Noah should stop talking,” said Imogen with her faux sweet voice. “He seems unable to discuss anything that’s not a difficult personal topic.”

“Ha,” I said. “Not a bad idea. Look, this is me just eating soup.” Which I did, the two women discussing between themselves the sights of the day, the nature of Peruthros’ defenses, the possible nature and powers of this self-stylized ‘Queen of the Night’ and more.

A figure darkened the entrance to our tent. “Noah?”

“Come in,” I called.

Sarah inserted her head through the flap. I could see the glimmer of her black armor about her shoulders. “It’s time. Are you ready?”

I set my empty bowl aside and glanced at my companions. They both nodded. “Ready.”

“Then come.”

We followed her to the far side of the camp where a small band had gathered in anticipation of our arrival. Blindness was there, as alien as ever, along with Lizbeth, Inixia, Rasvoten in his sooty black robes and Alexander in his emerald suit. With Sarah, Imogen, Brielle and myself, it made for a party nine strong.

“Can we spare so much magic for our venture?” I asked as I walked up.

Blindness turned his wooden mask toward me. “This is the most crucial aspect of our plan. We can take no chances.”

“Very well,” I said, and greeted the others by name. I’d seen precious little of the tall and enigmatic Rasvoten these past few days, but that wasn’t too strange; his strength lay in shadows and obfuscation after all. Alexander gave me a strained smile and a slight bow accompanied by a little jump as if mimicking a pony leaping over a log, while Inixia but inclined her pale, waxen head, expression as severe as her black geometrical tattoos. Lizbeth had her hair pulled back into a thick braid which she was fixing into a bun with a clip, and took my greeting with but a nod.

The roseate leaves about Blindness’ shoulders shivered. “I sought assistance in my dreams while meditating this afternoon. An augury, a hint of where we should begin our searches. I was vouchsafed a vision, a waking dream, wherein a wisp of light flew out over the ruins to the left of the main gate, close to the far outskirts, and dove into the ground. I believe we should begin our search there.”

A ripple of relief passed through our group, and I realized that many of them had doubted Victor’s assurances as to the predictability of human nature. 

“Splendid!” Alex shuffled back two steps, waving his hands before him as he did so, and then shot forth his left hand and snapped his fingers. He grinned at us all. “I’d say this calls for a celebratory glass of evanear.”

Inixia smoothed down her ceremonial robes of crimson and black. “Alexander, we are not going to drink before even setting forth.”

Alex waggled his fingers in the air once more. “Of course not! But it is appropriate to sound a celebratory note at such an auspicious development!”

Sarah pulled her helm down over her face so that her voice sounded hollow through the vertical slit that ran down its front. “Let’s go.”

Lizbeth followed suit, and Rasvoten bowed to Blindness. “With your permission, archmagus?”

Blindness inclined his head.

Rasvoten raised his hands, inhaled wheezily, and then began to weave his fingers through the air as if parting rushes, whispering as he did so. 

Imogen leaned in close. “A cloaking spell.”

I nodded. The world around us grew dim as if seen through darkened glass. Rasvoten dropped his hands. “It is done.”

“Let us proceed,” said Blindness. 

We made our way down the shallow slope toward Peruthros. Bonfires had been lit atop its towers, and I saw lit braziers dotting the battlements. Hellish lights glowed from within the city proper as if the buildings smoldered still from its conquest years ago. Victor was riding before the gatehouse, a banner barely visible in the gloom, a group several hundred strong following after, shouting insults and derision at the walls where the hideous forces of Lilith watched, bows held at the ready.

We crept silently down toward the ruined suburb that had been torched those many years ago, its shattered walls and collapsed roofs now dusted in ash so that it all seemed sunken after some fierce snowstorm. 

The air smelled of smoke and felt oily as if vats of blubber were being rendered just within the walls of the city. I couldn’t help but glance up every few moments at the battlements. Couldn’t help but expect some group of sharp-eyed archers to notice us, for a cry to go up. 

None did.

Imogen crouched and pressed her hand to the ground. Focused, brow furrowed, then rose and shook her head.

“Careful,” I whispered to her. “Don’t provoke the parasite.”

“I’m keeping my range limited,” she whispered back. “Don’t worry.”

We moved deeper into the ruins. It was almost impossible to imagine them as homes. To reconstitute their original purpose. What I’d think had once been a street would suddenly reveal itself to have been a large hall, surrounded on both sides by twisted columns. The ground would suddenly give way to hidden potholes, though Imogen was able to steer us clear of the most dangerous areas.

“We’re not alone in here,” she whispered after her third check. “Some kind of living shadows up ahead. Hiding within some of the broken buildings.”

“Vracken,” said Blindness, voice pitched low. “I shall destroy them when they come. Proceed.”

We moved forward cautiously, footfalls smothered by the thick ash. With the disappearance of the sun, the temperature was beginning to plunge, and I pulled my cloak tighter about my shoulders. Around a broken building, and then the Vracken were upon us.

They reared up like a series of Rorschach tests, charcoal impressions against the gloom, each hinting at hideous images and summoning worse memories as they came. 

I wheeled around, hand raised, prepared to loose a levenbolt, and saw in the abstract figure racing toward me a bloody curve akin to the wound I’d left in that prisoner’s shoulder, the one I’d failed to execute. I hesitated, repulsed by the memory, and then a pencil thin ray of golden light flashed past me to cut the shadowy form in half so that it faded away and was gone.

Wide-eyed, I turned and saw that all the vracken had met a similar fate. Blindness stood with one gauntleted hand extended, forefinger pointing at the sky, thumb extended, his palm rippling with golden and white light which faded away even as I looked.

“Heavenfire,” whispered Brielle, her blade only half drawn. I heard true awe in her voice. “By the Source.”

Blindness lowered his hand and looked to Imogen. “Proceed.”

We exchanged glances and then did just that. Every minute or so Imogen would pause, press her palm to the ground, focus and then shake her head.

Until she didn’t.

“Found it,” she whispered, her excitement obvious. “It’ll be hard to reach, however. A tunnel, wide enough for one person, leading off what had to be a basement over that way. The building fell in upon itself though, and the tunnel’s blocked by several tons of collapsed masonry and rubble.”

“That’s not good,” said Alexander. “Should I rescind my offer of evanear?”

“No,” said Blindness. “Take us to this basement, Imogen.”

“Oh good,” said Alexander, voice very small.

We followed her through the ruins to a nondescript depression. She circled it once and then nodded to Blindness. “This is it. Perhaps six yards down. Right about here.”

Blindness looked up instead, scanning the skies, then turned to regard the distant walls. “Rasvoten, intensify your shadows around me. Unmask the others if necessary.”

“I - yes, as you command, archmagus.” Rasvoten swept his thick locks back over his ears, a futile gesture as they immediately sprang forth again, and once more wove his fingers through the air. Whispered his words of power, and the darkness shrank from around us all to center on Blindness, so that the archmagus was enrobed in the night and barely visible even from only a few yards away.

“Get back,” said Blindness to us all, and we needed no second warning; some basic intuition urged us to retreat right to the very edge of the hollow, scrambling over the rough terrain, to turn at the last, breathless, and watch.

Blindness extended his arms and began to slowly turn, ribbons of heavenfire drifting down from his palms as he did, their brilliance muted by Rasvoten’s shadows. Where they touched the ground plumes of ash puffed up, accompanied by a grinding sound that spoke of stone being pulverized by unstoppable forces. 

Round and round Blindness turned, and slowly he sank, the heavenfire digging a neat hole down into the rubble and rock. I glanced nervously at the far battlements - would someone notice this constant glimmering? I imagined them spotting a twinkling star amidst the ruins and forced myself to remain calm. It was too late now - we were committed.

Soon Blindness was gone from view altogether, ash and dust rising up above him. We edged closer, and perhaps a minute later the light show ceased. 

His voice echoed up from the depths. “I’ve found the tunnel. The way is clear.”

“Excellent,” said Inixia, spreading her arms and levitating over the hole to descend neatly into its dark throat. 

The Sacred Guard duo followed suit, dropping one after the other into the gloom, the crunch of their heavy landings filtering up to us. Brielle went next, her blade drawn, agile and careful as a cat as she climbed down, followed by Imogen and myself.

The walls of the bored shaft were strange to the touch, feeling more akin to ribbed rebar than anything else. Fortunately, Blindness hadn’t dug his way down through solid rock, but rather packed rubble, such that there were plenty of gaps and handholds with which to make my way down. Stones shifted under my weight, but nothing gave; down I climbed, hesitating on occasion as I searched out the next handhold, and then I saw Imogen’s glasses reflect the light just below me.

“I’m in the tunnel,” she whispered. “You’re only a yard up. You can leap down.”

I did so, falling into a crouch, and then drew Shard and willed it to light. The tunnel was tall enough for me to enter if I stooped, and Blindness was already making his way in, a ball of heavenfire coruscating in his palm and lighting up the farther reaches which extended down and away into the earth.

The others made their way down, and then we proceeded, breaths echoing in the cramped quarters, the air tasting of damp and minerals. The tunnel had the look of an old mining shaft, with ancient wooden rafters overhead and two battered metal rails running over wooden slats along the floor.

“They had trains?” I asked, surprised. 

Alexander was right behind me. “If by trains you mean carts that could be pushed along tracks, then yes, I believe you are correct in your assertion. Nothing more elaborate than that, however.”

“Oh.” The tunnel wound ever deeper. “I wonder what they were importing and exporting from Peruthros?”

Nobody answered my question, and I didn’t blame them. The tunnel itself was cause for some alarm, old as it was, and the occasional curtain of dust sifted down from above as we passed beneath the hoary old beams. Down we went, the gradient subtle, and I lost all track of our depth. 

“Wait,” said Imogen.

Everyone stopped, those before turning to regard her.

“Let’s see what lies ahead.” She crouched, palm to the ground, and closed her eyes. “We’re some fifteen yards beneath the surface. Heading toward Peruthros. Plenty of tunnel still to go. I’ll call the next stop when we reach the limit of what I’m sensing right now.”

On we went. Ever down. Shoulders occasionally brushing the walls, the floor growing damp and then showing actual puddles between the now rotten wooden slats, the iron railings rusted so badly they crunched if stepped on.

Imogen paused three times before she drew a reading on what lay ahead. “There we go. The tunnel opens up into a small chamber. I get a sense of a series of rooms and passages, but no signs of life. We’re about thirty yards down now.”

“Why do we go so deep?” asked Lizbeth. “Do the basements and cellars of Peruthros extend this far down?”

Alexander shifted behind me. “Perhaps they were exercising a wealth of caution.”

“Inixia, Alexander, prepare your wards,” said Blindness. “Rasvoten, your shadows.” And with that, he resumed his approach, cloak shifting and seeming to glow with their own inner luminescence. 

I took a deep breath. 

The moment had come. 

Time to enter Peruthros.

 


Chapter 29

 


 

We emerged into Imogen’s chamber, my blade and Blindness’ palmful of heavenfire lighting up the long-abandoned quarters. The railings ended abruptly in the center of the room, a listing wooden cart dominating the space. Shelving lined the walls, crates stacked beneath them, all of it moldering amidst the puddles.

“Charming,” said Alexander, placing his feet carefully.

Imogen scanned what lay ahead with her geomancy. “A hallway beyond leads past a half dozen what I’d guess to be storage chambers to a false wall. I’m not sure if the mechanism still functions to open the hidden door.”

“Smugglers quarters indeed,” said Inixia. “It would seem Victor understands human nature all too well.”

Imogen frowned and rose to her feet. “I can’t sense what lies beyond, however. A ward or some other power is blocking my insight.”

“We enter the purview of Lilith,” said Blindness. “We should not be surprised to find some countermeasures in place.” He then stepped through the doorway, ending further conversation, and we followed after, down a narrow hall, the husks of dead insects crunching underfoot, past gaping doorways in whose depths Shard revealed more of the same: smashed crates, tottering shelves, abandoned tools.

“Whoever worked here left in a hurry,” I said.

“Ancient history.” Brielle’s tone was taut with tension. “Focus on the present.”

I wanted to retort, but she was right. The fake wall appeared up ahead, and Blindness stopped before it, palm drifting from side to side as he examined its facade.

“Geomancy doesn’t reveal the particularities of such mechanisms,” said Imogen. “Though I can sense runners hidden within the left wall along which the door will slide, revealing the way through.”

“Here,” said Alexander, stepping forward with a flip of his curl. “I spent not an inconsiderable amount of time playing at being an engineer back home before the universe went to Malkuth. I’ve a sense of… yes. Let’s see. Hmm.” He rapped his knuckles across the wall, drawing different resonances, and then pulled free an emerald green silk handkerchief. “Did you know that palpating a surface through a sheer fabric will often reveal differences that are otherwise undetectable to the naked touch?” He turned to eye us all, eyebrow raised as if defying us to disagree. “Watch.”

And moving the handkerchief over the wall he explored the otherwise blank surface, muttering and tapping the toe of his boot on the ground till he stilled. “Ah ha!”

“Enough with the dramatics,” said Inixia. 

“But what is life without drama?” asked Alexander distractedly, stuffing his handkerchief back in his pocket and squatting to examine what looked like nothing at all. “Flat, commonplace, stale, without stimulus or entertaining value… yes. Here we go.”

And with surprising ease, he drew forth a folding knife, flicked it open, and inserted the point into a previously invisible seam. A flick of his wrist and a tongue of stone popped out, accompanied by a grating slide as a portion of the wall moved to the left - and then stuck.

“Shoddy craftsmanship,” said Alexander, stowing his knife but still obviously pleased with himself. “Still, a testament to the powers of the intellect and a discerning mind. Inixia dear?”

The pallid woman stepped forth, her sweeping leather gown rustling against the damp floor, and grasped the edge of the door with one hand. She grimaced and I felt - or thought I felt - a pulse of power, and then the grinding sound resumed as she shoved the door all the way into its slot. 

“I find strong women so arousing,” said Alexander, leaning over to whisper to me behind his hand. “Don’t you?”

I stared at him, nonplussed, but the others were already making their way into the chamber beyond.

Or what was left of the chamber.

The far wall was gone, torn away, the floor ending in a ragged line. As if a giant hand had gripped the far end of the room and wrenched it away, revealing a cavern of such titanic proportions that it beggared the mind. 

We all slowly spilled forth into the remnants of the room, gazing out at the industry, the fires, the thousands of workers so dwarfed by the distance that they appeared as ants crawling over an intricate scaffolding that engulfed a crystal the size of a skyscraper. 

It was overwhelming. I couldn’t take it all in at once. The shouts of slave drivers echoing distantly up to us. The crack of picks and chisels on the crystal’s surface. The bellowing whoosh as plumes of scarlet flame billowed up as if vented from jets across the crystal and strange, macabre machinery attached to it. 

Umber clouds of dust rose up from the cavern floor, making it impossible to make out the details far below from which the crystal rose. Smoke clouded the ceiling, a grotesque imitation of the ever-present clouds outside. 

It was like we were vouchsafed a vision from hell. The cavern had to be a mile across, easy, the crystal rising up within its center. Platforms extended from its sides, lashed by ropes as thick as trees, the construction of the scaffolding a marvel, its complexity mind-boggling.

And everywhere men and women labored at their mysterious pursuits. Hauling buckets of some kind of rock or ore not from the crystal but to it, which they tipped into cracks or pitted holes, unloading them into the crystal’s depths, only to turn and begin climbing back down the flimsy ladders to the depths once more. Others labored in chain gangs, hacking and chopping at the crystal’s surface. Others cleared away detritus and debris. Everywhere was labor. Movement. Struggle. 

And over it all, watching with the beatific calm of a seraph, a winged figure, demonic, dwarfed by the scale of the room but no doubt prodigious in size regardless, its feathered wings extended but not beating, as if held aloft on thermals with impossible ease.

It was inhuman. Diabolic. Its skin gleamed crimson as if recently drenched with fresh blood, and its legs were conjoined to morph into a scaled tail that undulated below it like some grotesque, phallic pendulum. 

“By the Source,” croaked Blindness, staggering forward to the edge of the shattered chamber. “What have they done?”

Deep within the crystal’s heart, I could detect a soft pulsing. A white light that was barely discernible to the eye. It seemed to beat to the pulse of my own heart, only to flicker, almost die out, and then pick back up.

“They’re killing it,” I whispered, stepping up alongside Blindness. “Look. They’re killing the crystal.”

“No,” said Blindness, voice choked with fury. “They’re perverting it. Corrupting it. Turning it toward their own ends.”

The sense of violation was indescribable. I could almost make out the great crystal’s form behind all the scaffolding and machinery. Reconstitute in my mind’s eye the elegant lines, the angled planes, imagine it as it had once been. Something within my soul, within my core, resonated to that image, that memory of the crystal as I’d never seen it, and I felt an outrage so deep, so vast, that I couldn’t move. 

“We need to find a way up,” said Imogen, voice little more than a stunned whisper. 

The roseate leaves across Blindness’ mantle were rippling furiously, the antlers that sprouted from his helm twisting and stretching as if seeking to uproot themselves. Power began to come off him in palpable waves, so strong that I felt as if I’d yanked open an oven door and been greeted by a blast of superheated air.

“Blindness?” Alexander’s voice was timid. 

“You can’t do anything here,” said Inixia, voice harsh with fear. “Archmagus, please. We have to climb.”

“Long have I witnessed the suffering of this land,” hissed Blindness. “Long have I turned away from the evils that plagued it for the greater good, the long-term goal, the wiser course. I have restrained myself. Curtailed my magic. Hidden my presence. I have even abandoned the name by which I was known for centuries in favor of my current title, a bitter reminder of what I must practice each and every waking day so as to be able to proceed, to progress, to strive toward the eventual defeat of Lilith and her forces.”

His voice was rising, and to my horror, I saw that great winged seraph far below turn slowly, pivot effortlessly in the air, and gaze up at us.

“Blindness, the mission,” I said, knowing he didn’t hear me, that he heard nothing, saw nothing but the travesty before us. “It’s not too late. Don’t do this!”

“At some point you must draw a line,” hissed Blindness. “A line beyond which the crossing means you are no longer yourself. At some point, you must say: enough. I cannot allow this to continue, though the price be steep, though the cost be the greatest. From this sight I cannot avert my eyes. I cannot be blind. Here, in the bowels of Peruthros, I am Blindness no longer, but iliatha-Temetrius once more, thrice born, sun heralded, last of my line, scion of the source, shepherd of the seventh plinth.”

The seraph was smiling, I saw, and to my horror I realized it was beautiful, whatever it was. Not man. Not woman. Its face an androgynous composite that defied categorization, somewhere between Ziggy Stardust and a storefront mannequin, its hair a great mane of snakes that spread out like a peacock’s fan, their writhing bodies luminous in the hellish gloom, a neon pattern of crimsons and cobalt blues and cadmium yellows, bewitching, beguiling, ever-changing. 

It spread out its arms and began to rise.

“Blindness -” said Inixia.

“No more!” Blindness’ yell cut her off, was magnified so that it pealed across the cavern, a terrible reverberation that silenced hammers, stilled movement, drew every eye from its task to gaze up at where we all stood. “No more! This ends! This ends now!”

And with a cry he leaped forth, his cloak of autumnal leaves flaring out into a great cape that fluttered and held him aloft, his antlers springing forth from the twisted branches they had been to a vast rack that would have done the greatest stag proud. Heavenfire wreathed his form, and waves of light bled in his wake as if the air were turned to water and his passage left ripples.

“No no no,” said Imogen, grabbing hold of my arm. “We have to get out of here. We have to go!”

“We can’t abandon him,” I said, feeling wild panic coursing through me. “We have to help!”

“That’s a Betheliim,” she said, voice shaking as I’d never heard it do before. “One of the twelve daughters of Lilith. Blindness goes to fight a demigoddess. Noah.” She turned me around, shook my arm. “Listen to me. We have to run.”

Inixia lifted up off the ledge, hands curled into fists, but Alexander caught hold of her by the foot and hauled her back. “Are you mad, my love? Get back here! It’s death to follow him!”

“This way!” Brielle had moved to the side of the chamber where it spilled out into thin air. “A ladder! Come on!”

I tore my eyes from where Blindness descended in all his transcendental power to confront the Betheliim and saw a rickety ladder riveted to the stone face of the cavern wall. It rose up, spindly and crooked, to another torn open chamber some twenty yards above. 

The group stood, torn by indecision, Inixia on the verge of flying forth, shadows rippling and surging around Rasvoten’s fists. The two knights stood with weapons drawn, as if ready to leap forth to their doom. 

The moment was mine. Mine to call. Mine to decide. 

“With me,” I said, voice low but shot through with regret and determination. “All of you. With me!”

And I ran to the ladder, grabbed hold of the first rung, and hauled myself up.

Below I heard a thousand screams that could have been of pleasure or pain rise up as in a demented chorus, and then a concussive blast rolled up past me, flattening me to the ladder. I couldn’t help it. I turned and looked down.

Blindness - or iliatha-Temetrius as he called himself - hovered above the Betheliim, multiple wards flaring about him in concentric spheres of hallowed light, a dozen streams of heavenfire pouring down into the pyrotechnic display that was the daughter of Lilith’s form. 

My eyes widened. Her tail had multiplied, become a dozen that extended out all around her like the spokes of a wheel, shifting and weaving amongst themselves and giving off a lurid display of electric light so that gazing at her was akin to looking into the heart of an LSD-fueled nightmare of kaleidoscopic horror. The heavenfire was sinking into that well of rippling light, scoring dark grooves across her flesh, but doing nothing to wipe off the smile that contorted her androgynous face.

And still she rose, ever higher, climbing slowly toward where Blindness waited.

“Noah!” Brielle’s cry shook me from my trance. I closed my eyes and wrenched my face away from the sight, feeling as if I were pulling a foot from sucking mud, and resumed climbing, my whole body shaking. 

“Watch out!” I couldn’t tell who screamed the warning, but a moment later a spear smashed into the rock face just to my left, missing me by inches. Shocked, I almost let go, but managed to hang on with one hand and swung out wide to gaze at a flock of - harpies? Winged women? Something along those lines flying right at us, a good dozen of them, more spears being hauled back and thrown at where we were all climbing.

Brielle slashed at the air with her blade and a gout of flame consumed the spears, but the harpies dove through the curtain of fire to fall upon us, their forms limned with dancing purple fire. Some kind of ward, I guessed.

One came right at me, and I drew Shard, tearing it free from my scabbard only to see Inixia intercept the beast with all the subtlety of a hammer, slamming into the harpy from above and wrenching her down with bone-snapping force, leaving nothing but feathers behind. 

Bolts of lighting, sheets of shadow and another blast of fire took care of the rest of the harpies, and reassured that my companions were taking care of themselves I began climbing again, adrenaline boosting my strength so that I fairly flew up the ladder. 

Which shook and shivered from our combined weight, the bolts that held it fast rattling and pulling free from the wall.

I couldn’t even begin contemplating the fall beneath us, so I gritted my teeth and hauled ass, focusing on the ledge above us, the room that I hoped led away from this cavern of madness, that might give us a chance at reaching the surface and the city itself.

A massive figure stepped into view. An ogre, belly massive as if it had swallowed a bathtub, wrapped in so many chains they formed a kind of armor, a hammer in one hand large enough to qualify as a demolition tool. It’s gray, sallow skin gleamed in the light of the countless fires below, and at the sight of me its broad mouth split into a grin, revealing far too many yellow fangs to count.

I slowed, struck by indecision, then saw it raise its hammer high, clearly intending to bring it down on the top of the ladder.

Panic melded with fury, and I launched myself up, feeling as if rocket fuel propelled me, so that I literally leaped the last six yards, soaring up through the arid air to hover at my apex before the ogre’s surprised face. 

I didn’t hesitate. Even as it brought its hammer down to pulverize me I extended my palm and let rip a levenbolt right into its eyes, a flash of power that charred its visage just as I swiped Shard horizontally to slash its great flabby neck in two.

The ogre gave out a choking roar, released its hammer, and threw itself forward, enveloping me with both massive arms to pin me to its chest and bear me out into the air, then down, down past the ladder, my friends, past the ledge and plummet toward the distant cavern floor.

I screamed, struggled against its grip, which loosened as it died so that I could place both boots against its chest and shove off like a swimmer. We separated, blood flowing from its neck in a spray that trailed the ogre like a gory scarf, and I spun as I fell, unable to control my descent, Shard a smear of golden light around me as I twisted, screaming still, trying to figure out some way to save myself.

Hands latched onto my shoulders, and with a grunt Inixia slowed my fall, heaved me up, tendons standing out in her neck, her leather robes fluttering around her from the speed of our descent. Arrows arched up to spatter off her ward which flared into existence just in time, and then we were up, flying back toward the distant ledge, faster and faster as more monsters took to the air to engage us in battle.

I spared a glimpse to where Blindness yet fought and saw little more than a funnel of searing neon light, the Betheliim seeming to lose all coherency and become a great trap in whose center I saw a knot of brightly burning leaves shooting pulse after pulse of heavenfire.

The sight near blinded me; I closed my eyes, afterimages seared across my vision, not understanding what I’d seen or who was winning.

No matter - a moment later Inixia deposited me upon a ledge of the uppermost room, where I staggered, gasping for breath.

Only to be enveloped in a tight hug by Brielle, who squeezed me so tight I cried out in surprise. 

She pulled back, eyes gleaming. “Idiot!”

“No time!” Lizbeth had raised her great crossbow and was aiming it at where a host of winged shapes were making their way toward us. “We have to run!”

Imogen rose from a crouch. “Door on the left. Hallway, second right, leads to a flight of stairs!”

Rasvoten gave a stern shout that sounded more like a bark of reproof, and a wall of shadows shot up between us and the cavern, pulsing and rippling like a curtain of ink flowing up toward the roof. 

Brielle took my hand and hauled me toward the right door, and as a group we ran, Inixia and Alexander’s wards flaring into existence every few moments to stave off unseen attacks.

We burst into the hallway, its darkness banished by Shard’s glow, and raced down its length. I caught flashes of alcoves, hooded statues looming within them, then passed the first right and reached the second.

Inixia was at the forefront, not bothering with running and instead flying easily, arms extended as she swerved around the corner and momentarily out of sight only to be blasted back into view by some terrible force that slammed her against the far wall, off which she bounced and collapsed to the ground.

“Inixia!” screamed Alexander, but I pulled him back as the two knights took the corner instead, tower shields unslung, flails raised.

I was right behind them and saw a floating object shrouded in pulsing black magic hovering in the hallway before a broad flight of steps. I couldn’t make out what it was until it came to me in a flash - the headless body of a small, plump baby, skin smooth and black, its neck ending in a stump from which a dozen tentacles emerged.

Tentacles which went from undulating to rigid, and a wave of force slammed into us. The knights raised their tower shields just in time, but still the impact caused them to slide back a good yard, their bent legs taking the brunt of the blow as they fell into even deeper crouches.

I felt the wave of force wash over me, but it was greatly diminished, such that I was able to leap out from between the two women and unleash an arc of golden light from Shard which cut through the ward of black light and cut the baby-horror in twain. It fell in globby pieces to the ground, and the fell magic that had burned around it flickered out.

“Inixia!” Alexander knelt by the fallen mage. “Are you -”

“Yes, yes, fine.” She rose groggily to her feet, hand to her head. “Stop shouting.”

“Thank the Source,” said Alexander, extending his hands to Brielle so she could help him rise. “You can’t go flying around corners like that-”

But Inixia pushed him aside, jaw clenched, and rose up a few feet into the air only to fall back down heavily.

“Give it a moment,” said Imogen. “Stay at the back. Lizbeth, Sarah, go!”

We charged up the stairs, reached a landing that led out to a new floor, but turned and ran up the second flight. To my amazement I didn’t even feel winded; I ran with ease, taking the steps two at a time, right at the knights’ heels, unslinging my circular shield as we burst out at last into what looked like a cluttered basement, high, small windows allowing faint light in from the world outside.

“We’re almost there!” Imogen swayed, nearly fell, then lowered herself to press her palm to the ground.

“Don’t overdo it,” I barked, but it was too late. She closed her eyes, frowned, then toppled over. 

I felt a deep tug within my core. 

“Fuck! Guard me!”

“What are you doing?” shouted Sarah, her disbelief obvious as I dropped to my knees. “Get up!”

I ignored her, closed my eyes, inhaled deeply and fought for calm. Come on, come on! The burnished bronze eyes appeared within the void behind my eyelids, imbuing me with a sense of purpose and speed that sent me swooping down into my reservoir, headfirst like a skydiver to see the golden thread tugging and jumping as it was pulled deeper into the now visible seam.

Not knowing what I was doing, I wrapped the thread around my arm and hauled back, feeling the parasite yanking and struggling to escape, more powerful than ever. The thread burned with a brilliant glow so that I could see warm red light pouring through my hands, illuminating my nails from below, even the dull centers of my bones. 

No pain, however: just purpose, and I cried out as I pulled with everything I had, till at last the parasite quelled itself, settling back down.

I held onto the thread a moment longer, then looked up as if expecting to see the faces of my companions staring back down at me from the top of a well. There was nothing, of course, just the roseate glow of my magic, so I forced my eyes opened and saw that Imogen had fallen onto her side.

The others were standing around us, weapons at the ready, eyes wide. “What’s going on?” asked Alexander. “Her parasite?”

“Yes. I’ve got it under control for now, but just barely. Lizbeth, carry her, please. Everyone else, let’s go.”

I tried to stand, found my legs strangely shaky, and gave Brielle a grateful smile as she helped me rise. Just then the ground shook, a tremor causing the old furniture in the basement to rattle, and we all stared at each other in alarm.

“Blindness,” said Rasvoten, his accent thick with alarm. “One way or another, his fight with the Betheliim is finished.”

Grim resolve filled me. “This way.” I led everyone down the length of the basement, up a flight of stairs to a wooden door which I battered open with my shoulder. The latch shattered and the door swung inward to reveal an abandoned hallway of a once grand home. Dust and ash over the marble floor, windows shattered, tattered drapes blowing inward, the gloom of larger rooms deeper in the house behind us.

I ran to the closest window and peered outside. An avenue of sorts, dead and stunted trees growing in planters down the center, other abandoned buildings across from us. From outside the smell of smoke, distant shouts. 

“The wall has to be close.” I paused to check in with each of them, meeting their eyes. “Are you ready?”

I could tell they weren’t. What we’d seen below had clearly shaken them up. Losing Blindness - if lost he was - felt like some bone-felt certainty being torn out from under our feet. Nothing was safe. Nothing. 

“We’re almost there,” I said. “The side gate has to be close. We’ll make for the wall, surprise them from behind, throw open the gate and let the army through. Clear?”

Inixia, hand pressed to her temple, nodded. Alexander was chewing at one of his nails and managed a nod without stopping. The Sacred Guard duo were a steadying presence, both of them standing at the ready by the doorway. Imogen over Lizbeth’s shoulder. Rasvoten was breathing heavily, but he waved his hand at me as if saying, go on already.

“Brielle?”

“Here,” she said, stepping up alongside me, blade in hand. “And ready.”

“Then let’s go.”

Stepping out into the street took more willpower than I’d expected; the safety of the house was illusory but comforting nonetheless. Hugging the walls, I jogged down the avenue, gravel and ash crunching beneath my boots, shield held at the ready. I thought I saw faces pull back from darkened windows and realized that this street might not be abandoned after all; no matter, for no cry was given, and I reached the end of the block without trouble.

A quick glance both ways. A haze had settled over the city, something akin to a dusty fog, and I could barely make out movement to our left. Nothing to the right. So I took a deep breath and pressed on, crossing the intersection, skin crawling in anticipation of a shout, an arrow whistling toward me. 

But nothing. 

On we ran, my heart pounding in my chest as if I were about to have a heart attack, our footsteps echoing loudly, too loudly I was sure - and then the walls reared up before us like the side of a great ship looming out of a sea fog, shapes moving along the battlements above us. 

I fell into a crouch, hand raised to stop the others. An alleyway ran alongside the base of the wall, the buildings having been erected only a few yards from the great masonry blocks by previous inhabitants battling for space. I edged forward and peered up and down the alleyway. There, to the right, torchlight flickering in the fog, echoes of voices, a sense of the wall massing up into a tower.

A gate? Perhaps.

“This way.” I’m not sure if they heard my whisper, but I moved on, hunched over low, across the alley to press against the wall, and then follow it toward the lights.

The building was the last of its block, for beyond it a great square opened up, its far reaches lost in the fog. A tower rose up here, spearing up into the night, and torches were set in sconces on either side of a small gate. A score of men stood at ease before it, weapons sheathed, clearly killing time, listening to one of their number tell a tale. 

I quelled the urge to rush forward, and instead took my time to study the scene with greater focus. The guards were humans. Weapons: a mixture of spears and swords, most of them with shields slung over their shoulders. No uniform. And there - a door set a few paces from the gate, clearly leading into the base of the tower. How many within? Would they come spilling out if we attacked?

I looked up. The battlements were too high up for me to make anything out. How high had Martha said the wall was? Twenty yards?

“Here’s the plan,” I whispered, turning back to my companions. “Rasvoten, you drop shadows over the guards. That should help muffle their cries. Sarah, Lizbeth, you run in and take them out. Inixia, you drop on them from above and help. Alexander, Rasvoten, Brielle, you’re coming with me into the tower. There’s no point in opening the gate if reinforcements flow down and close it again before Victor can get inside. We’ll clear the interior, and then signal to Victor from the top.”

Rasvoten ran his knobbly fingers through his thick black beard. “We should not rush. This is too dangerous. We should observe -”

“There’s no time,” I said. “Whatever happened below with Blindness is over. They know we escaped. They’ll be sending word that we’re loose in the city. We need the element of surprise. We’ve got to go now.”

“Imogen?” asked Lizbeth, slowly lowering from her shoulder.

“Leave her here in the shadows by the wall,” I said. “Please. Keep an eye on her.”

Lizbeth nodded.

“All right. Rasvoten, when you’re ready.”

The knights moved to the front. Inixia grimaced and rose up into the air, and was soon lost to the fog. Rasvoten took a deep breath and once more wove his fingers through the air, hissing beneath his breath as he did so. 

A bank of shadows fell upon the soldiers, enveloping them as thickly as a deluge of ink.

Lizbeth and Sarah sprang forward, racing toward the muffled cries of surprise and anger.

I didn’t waste any time but led the charge toward the base of the tower door. Was it barred from within? What was normal protocol under siege? No time to worry, to consider - I reached it, already panting from sheer excess of nerves, grasped the iron ring and yanked it open -

- only to reveal the startled face of a man in black chain, his face broad and brutal, his eyes deep set and his mouth a gash above the anvil of his chin. He gaped at me, completely taken aback, but before he could reach for the sword at his hip I raised my hand and unleashed a levenbolt right into his face.

In my surprise, I might have put too much power into it. 

The levenbolt came easily, fluidly from my depths, ripping out with a blinding flash as it smashed the man’s head back and lifted him from his feet, sending him hurtling back into the man behind him.

Who was also lifted up by my spell, both of them hurled into the third soldier. I saw a fourth man go down behind them and realized to my horror that some kind of relief column had been about to step out into the courtyard.

Nearly blinded by the flash of my own bolt, I stepped inside and saw a mess of men collapsed on the floor, the air filled with the sweetly sickening stench of cooked meat, another half dozen soldiers descending the tight stairwell that lined the inside of the chamber and led up to a trapdoor to the second floor.

They let out cries of alarm, but Brielle was there behind me, and with a sweep of her sword she blasted fire up along the stairs, incinerating all of them in a conflagratory roar. 

I ran around the dead men, stabbing down with a twist in my own gut of revulsion to kill the fourth man who was struggling to extricate himself, and then leaped up onto the still-smoking stairs, the stone blackened, charred and bleeding corpses sprawled across the steps or sliding off them to hit the ground below even as I stepped over them.

Up and around, taking the steps two at a time, and then the trapdoor was flung open before I could reach it, a wiry one-eyed man in practical leather armor staring at me wide-eyed for a second before slamming it shut in my face.

I heard a bolt be driven home, and swiped with Shard, unleashing golden light that shattered the trapdoor and cut through a swathe of planks, so that the one-eyed man cried out and fell through the ruin of the floor, a jagged edge of wood cutting open his gut and suspending him above me, stuck in his viscera as he kicked and screamed.

I grabbed his leg and hauled. Flesh tore and he came free to fall to the stone ground and go still. 

I turned, leaped up, and gained the second floor, shield raised. Soldiers were scrambling for weapons, a card game abandoned on a table to one side, torches giving off enough light to make the scene clearly visible after the gloom below. Six men? Seven? 

Two of them had crossbows pointed at my face. I screamed as they squeezed the trigger and ducked my head behind my shield, which shuddered violently with the impacts, both quarrels punching through a few inches to stop just before my eyes. 

I lunged aside to make room for the others just in time to see the largest shoulder, a giant wearing a bronze breastplate and with a face so scarred and twisted it looked like he must have been stepped on by a horse as a babe, lift a spear which glowed with a virulent red light and hurl it at me with a prodigious grunt.

The spear flew true, only to smack into a green sphere of light and be knocked aside. Alexander climbed in after me, hand upraised and whispering frantically just as Rasvoten pulled himself after and hurled a bolt of shadow at the giant.

The man’s armor glowed red and sucked in the shadow, such that he laughed in delight, took up a mace which was literally just a soccer ball-sized sphere of iron atop a stick, and ran at us, swinging wildly so that his own companions had to duck and dodge aside.

Brielle ran forward to engage him as I hurled a blast of golden light at the crossbowmen who were frantically reloading. Heads and limbs were separated in a spray of gore just as Brielle feinted, ducked under the swung mace and slid her blade a foot deep into the giant’s armpit - and then activated her fire magic to incinerate him from within.

The man’s scream was abruptly cut off as his innards boiled and cooked, and he fell bonelessly from her blade.

Bodies lay everywhere, but now they didn’t register as people so much as enemies, and I leaped over them to the next set of steps, taking them three at a time as I raced to the third floor.

I felt invigorated, propelled by an inexhaustible well of energy. The trapdoor lay open, and I ran up, shield raised, into a third chamber, but this one was empty, a single lantern burning on a shelf and illuminating a stockpile of weaponry and crated goods. Sheaves of arrows, stacked shields, and more. I didn’t pause to examine them, but ran on, up to the next trapdoor which lay closed. 

Each room had been about five yards high. The fourth chamber would be the last before the battlements. I slowed just enough to tuck my shoulder under the trapdoor and then heaved, throwing it open with a crash and stumbling up into the next room.

Bunk beds were crowded everywhere, chests at their bases, set like the spokes of a wheel and so tightly that a man would have to turn sideways to slide in between them and gain access to his bed. A third of them were being used, soldiers in their rough spun clothing sitting up in shock at the sound of my entry, reaching for weapons, crying out warnings, but I didn’t stop.

I continued up the steps to the next trapdoor, unleashing a blast of golden light that collapsed three bunk beds and killed five men in the process. A blast of flame, a flicker of electricity, and rushing roar of shadows did for the rest, and then I reached the last trapdoor and saw that it was completely different from the rest.

This one was massively reinforced, two great bolts in place that could be slid home to lock it from above. I paused, legs shaking from the run up all these stairs, gathered my breath, and then, carefully, casually, pushed the great trapdoor open with my shield.

Night air, brisk and chill, the chatter of voices, the leaping glow of fires within a large brazier about which a fist of men stood. A room with two huge archways on either side that led out onto the wall, their doors flung open. I caught a glimpse of the battlements, the land beyond a dark cobalt blue layered with black, the flickering fires of Victor’s distant camp. 

I yelled and swung my blade at the closest man, a wild chop that only succeeded because his blade was sheathed; he raised his arm in a futile attempt to block, only to lose his hand and the upper portion of his head as I cleaved clean through. 

The other men wheeled about in shock but thick shadows filled the tower chamber before they could fix on me, shadows that were rent by a blast of Brielle’s flame.

I lunged, shield held up in case of a riposte and felt the tip of my sword sink into a man’s gut. A muffled scream and he fell down, dragging on my blade before sliding off. 

The shadows around us lessened, Rasvoten emerging through the trapdoor, wheezing desperately for breath only to collapse against the wall. 

“Blocking the doors,” he said, gesturing weakly at each archway. “We don’t have much time.”

Brielle leaped up light to join me, her wild mane of red hair having fallen about her shoulders, face pale, eyes gleaming. “Signal Victor?”

“Immediately,” I said, and moved to one of the arrow slits that perforated the towers’ outer face. I slid Shard through it and caused it to glow; a brief, inimitable flare that I knew Victor would catch. 

“Done.” I turned to the others, mind whirling, no single thought managing to catch hold. The whirlwind ascent to the wall had been such an orgy of adrenaline and blood that I felt punch drunk. “What now?”

“We hold the tower,” said Brielle with conviction. “As soon as Victor begins to pour through the gate, the forces along the wall will converge here to descend and stop them.”

“And below? The courtyard?”

“Lizbeth and Sarah will have to hold the line with help from Inixia,” said Brielle. “They’re more than capable.”

“Unless something disastrous shows up,” said Alexander, wiggling his fingers before his face and shaking his head from side to side. “Some foul beast of Lilith’s like the Betheliim.”

Rasvoten spat. “If the Betheliim shows up we are all dead and the battle lost. Pray that Blindness was able to neutralize it.”

I saw again in my mind’s eye that lurid fan of neon peacock feathers behind the rising seraph, the way the very air had distorted and become a funnel, sucking Blindness down into its glowing core. “What was that thing? A daughter of Lilith?”

Alexander hugged himself tight. “That right there should be all you need to know.”

“Bad,” said Rasvoten, accent growing thicker as if fear made him regress. “Powerful beyond belief. We called them the tsarrehkeen in my country, each given a realm of hell.”

I shivered. “Thank the Source we have Blindness on our side.”

“Had,” said Rasvoten, voice as grim as a church bell tolling a funeral. “He has not emerged.”

The thought of losing Blindness was too much to contemplate. Beyond Victor’s charisma, our thousand-strong force, beyond our cadre of mages and my own anointment as the savior, it had been Blindness’ presence that had given me some modicum of comfort. 

“There,” said Brielle, who had drifted to one of the arrow slit windows and was peering below. “They’re coming!”

I peered down as she stepped aside and saw a large, dark snake of tightly packed bodies jogging up to the wall, hustling with weapons sheathed so that nothing would catch the light.

A cry went up somewhere along the wall to our right, followed by a dozen more shouts of alarm.

“They come,” said Rasvoten. 

Below I heard the gate crash open. Victor had gained the courtyard.

Men blundered through the shadowed entrances to our chamber, clawing at the shadows in confusion, only to spot us and let out yells as Brielle and I moved to cut them down.

It was butchery; the first few men were too confused to block our thrusts, and we dispatched them with something akin to efficiency, so that within ten seconds or so the approach was knee-deep in bodies. 

The attacks stopped and I stepped back, breathing heavily, shield raised, blood running down Shard’s length.

“Something manifesting on the other side,” said Rasvoten. “It’s a -”

Before he could finish his warning a blast of purple lightning tore through the shadowy veil. Alexander cried out as his ward flared bright emerald and then winked out of existence, and the lightning wreathed us, causing my every muscle to lock up, tearing a scream through my clenched jaw, and then it was gone and we all collapsed to the ground. 

I couldn’t think. I stared up at the stone ceiling, mouth opening and closing, unable to breathe. My chest was locked tight. Voices were shouting close by, and I managed to roll onto my side and watch as a robed stranger entered the chamber, purple lightning playing about his eyes. He had the look of a headmaster at some cruel, old-school British boarding school, aloof and disdainful, his sneer contorting his face as he lifted his hand for what had to be a second bolt of lightning.

 


Chapter 30

 


 

I could barely move. Shard lay loose within my outstretched hand, extending across the floor toward the Hexenmagus like a tongue of gold. 

“The savior?” said the man, his accent harsh but not hiding his surprise. He frowned, hesitating, and in that moment I closed my hand around the hilt of my blade and willed a pulse of power down its length.

The arc of gold light flashed out just an inch above the floor, and cut through his feet. He howled as he collapsed to the ground, and I willed a second pulse, weaker than the first, which again flashed out just barely above ground level to slice into his head and shoulders, acting like a cheese wire brought down on a thick wedge of cheddar. Blood sprayed, the magus shook and died.

The doorways, however, had filled with common soldiers, men clad in rusted shirts of mail festooned with torn strips of crimson cloth, others bare-chested despite the cold with axes in hand. A rough lot, united only in purpose, who stared, wide-eyed, as I slowly forced myself to rise to one knee.

I didn’t have it in me to cast another spell. Not yet. I was too stunned by the lightning bolt, an attack I knew that would have killed me outright had it not been for Alexander’s ward. 

Still, the soldiers didn’t know that.

They watched, transfixed, as I stood up and swayed, Shard held before me like a glowing brand. I had no plan. No idea as to how to hold them off. All that lay in my favor was the display of power I’d just managed to pull off.

A plume of flame roared out abruptly and engulfed the men in one archway, reducing them to shimmering silhouettes within the firestorm’s heart that screamed and flailed and bumped into each other. 

I whirled toward the other archway even as Brielle lowered her blade with a gasp, and swiped with Shard, its glow leaving a trail of illumination in the air behind it. The men who had stood there cried out and threw up their hands, not knowing that I had precious little left. A moment passed, they realized that they still lived, glanced at each other, turned to glare at me, and then Brielle leveled her blade and whoomph.

“Down,” I croaked. “We bolt the trapdoor.”

Alexander groaned and slowly pushed himself upright. 

Rasvoten lay still.

Brielle crawled over to him and pressed her hand to his chest, then up to his neck. 

It was obvious he was dead, and though his skin was reddened by the lightning bolt attack it didn’t seem to have hit him hard enough to kill.

I felt a leaden sense of loss, but more than that a numb acceptance. “Downstairs,” I croaked again. “Before the next group arrives.”

Alexander groaned piteously as he stood and tottered toward the trapdoor. I lent down to give Brielle my hand and hauled her up to her feet. We climbed below, and I took enormous satisfaction in ramming the bolts home, though I knew it was at best a temporary refuge. 

We hurried down the steps that wound down the walls to the empty space between the foot of all the bunkbeds to stand and stare at each other, faces pale, shoulders hunched, alarmed and terrified and momentarily frozen as we listened to the world outside, the might of Lilith’s forces closing about this tower, this gate, like some great gauntleted fist seeking to crush us into fragments.

“Now what?” asked Alexander, breathless, hair in complete disarray. 

“Now?” I didn’t know. Had to come up with an answer. Thought of Rasvoten abandoned up top. Should we have brought his body down? To what end? Blindness lost. Imogen fallen. Rasvoten killed. And the attack was just beginning. “Now? We - we head down. To join Victor. Yes.” I tried to inject more confidence in my tone. “We’ll meet up with him, join the attack.”

“Very well,” said Brielle. She winced as she rotated her arm. “Thank you, Alexander. But for your ward, we’d all be charred husks right now.”

“Meager, my ward, but perhaps sufficient to stave off - yes, yes. A pleasure, an honor - I - excuse me.” He pressed his hand to brow. “I am feeling a little frazzled.”

“Understandable,” I said, trying to sound hearty, trying to exude the confidence I didn’t feel. “But we’re just getting started. We’ve an entire city to take. Let’s not miss it!”

They followed me down, down and around, over and over again till we reached the lower chamber and saw a dozen bows nocked and pointed at our trapdoor by a band of Victor’s men.

“Don’t shoot!” I yelled, jerking my head back. A single arrow thunked into the wood beneath my boot. “Savior here! Savior coming down!”

“Don’t shoot!” barked someone. A familiar voice. Nethran? “Come down, Noah!”

I hurried down the steps, the soldiers lowering their bows, Nethran moving forward to clasp my forearm in what I’d always thought of like a super manly warrior’s handshake, and I felt a thrill as he grinned at me.

“Well done,” he said. “We’re securing the courtyard, Victor’s outside. Best hurry!”

I nodded and ran past him, out the door, moving first to where we’d left Imogen but she was gone from her shadowed spot by the wall. Hundreds of men were pouring in through the gate, and I heard shouts and cries of fury and alarm from higher up, saw flickers of fire and the hiss of arrows being sent down into our ranks. 

I searched wildly for Victor, cursing the damn fog, and then saw him with the Sacred Guard duo, Falstaff and some other folk, clearly about to lead a charge deeper into the city. 

“Victor!”

He turned, somehow picking out my call from the chaos, and lifted his fist as we were already victorious. 

Everything was happening at once. The clash of weapons as the enemy closed with our men, sweeping in along both sides of the wall. More crusaders pouring through the gate. Arrows falling blindly amongst us. 

“Noah! Join us! We charge the fortress!”

I ran forward to join him. “The fortress? I thought we were to take the main gate -”

“The fortress! We must cut the head off the snake! Change of plans - for the Source! For the Chokmah! COME ON!”

His voice was so powerful that it rang off the walls, echoed over the din, and the hundreds piling up behind us let out an answering roar as Victor broke into a run, heading straight into the center of Peruthros.

I ran alongside him, buoyed by frantic energy, a desperate hope, a wild and delirious happiness to be here, alive, running toward the enemy, magic blade in hand, euphoric and terrified all at the same time.

The enemy forces were pouring in on both sides. I caught glimpses of them trying to cut us off, but we moved too fast. 

“Where’s Blindness?” Victor shouted, not slowing as he ran.

“Gone! Fought off some kind of demon!” I gave thanks to Valeria’s health and stamina, and how it had been leeched over to me. In the past, I’d never have been able to keep up this pace, much less shout while doing so. “Imogen?”

“Safe!” 

There wasn’t time for more than that. Lizbeth and Sarah were behind us, Brielle at my side, Alexander lost somewhere in the crowd. Buildings passed us by, wreathed in fog and shadow, and overhead I heard the scream of monsters, those winged beasts that I’d glimpsed wheeling above the city.

“Watch out!”

I don’t know who yelled, but a second later the heavens were rent by a falling monstrosity, a vast snake that was all black ichor and wounds, its head slamming down into the road just a few yards to my left, causing an explosion of cobblestones and dirt as it cratered, massive coils piling down senselessly after it. 

I didn’t think, but wrapped an arm around Brielle’s waist and leaped, buoyed by desperation so that we bounded up into the air, arcing up six, seven yards over a flailing serpentine coil and landed beyond the disaster area in a crouch.

A flare in my mind of a burning golden sun, its core jet black, a glimpse of that sanskaras power, and then Inixia landed beside us, her arms bathed in gore to the shoulder. 

“What -?”

She flicked blood off her hands. “It was coming for you. I stopped it.”

I looked back. Our army was pouring in around the monstrous snake’s body, Victor leaping over a coil to slide down the far side. 

“Keep going!” he yelled.

We ran. Arrows came at us from overhead, skittered off the cobbles, off Inixia’s ward. Screams. The sound of timber shattering, a house being knocked over just behind us, and the explosive cloud of debris and dust blasting past us, nearly knocking us off our feet.

“Up ahead!” Inixia was flying beside us, feet skimming a foot off the ground, and she pointed at a surging mass of something coming right at us, filling the avenue from side to side.

“Reinforcements from the fortress!” Sarah stepped up alongside us, having lost her helm somewhere, tower shield raised and flail held at the ready. “Brace for impact!”

Allies filled in on our left and right, hesitating, glancing at each other, and I felt the press of bodies behind us, the crusade gathering. Where was Victor? No matter - this wasn’t the time to stop, but to -

“CHARGE!” I pointed with Shard, causing its blade to glow, and the wall of crusaders on either side of me screamed and fell in with me as I ran at the oncoming enemy, blade held at the ready, battered shield before me. 

I knew I was screaming though I couldn’t hear my own voice over the din, and then both sides collided with a massive crash, weapons clattering off shields, screams rising to challenge the war cries, both sides thrusting themselves deep into each other’s ranks, and everything became a maelstrom of limbs and bulging eyes, weapons swinging and shields battering. I hacked and hewed, forgetting Brielle’s lessons, and instead focused on simply killing whatever lay before me, cutting with Shard, unleashing blasts of electricity or severing entire swathes of our foes apart with my golden light. 

We struggled forward, fighting for each foot of ground, and then a piteous moan sounded from high overhead and I looked up to a misshapen giant approaching with the face of a child, eyes rolling in horror as it raised a club that looked to be a composite of a dozen corpses melded into each other and turned to stone. 

I hurled a flare of golden light at it, only to see it explode into sparks as it hit a jaundiced yellow ward. The giant had to be at least ten, if not fifteen yards tall, its leg as massive as redwoods, and it raised its iron club high with both arms and brought it crashing down toward me, tears of horror washing down its plump cheeks.

Inixia swooped in at the last moment, her ward snapping into place, but such was the power of the giant’s blow that she was slammed down out of the air to crash onto her stomach on the cobblestones, her ward cracking but not breaking. 

“Up!” I grabbed her forearm just as the giant swung his club back up and then paused, gazing at me with sorrow. 

“Inixia!” 

“I - I can’t -”

The club came down and I scooped her up in my arms and leaped once more, the sun blazing within my mind’s eye. The club missed us by inches, and the club smashed into the street with such power that I saw a shockwave fly out in all directions, knocking men and monsters to their knees or toppling them altogether.

We landed on a balcony, high above the street, but before I could set her down we heard a cracking sound as if the very heavens were shattering.

A chasm opened up beneath the giant, a rent in the fabric of the street, that spidered out rapidly into the buildings on either side, splintering and growing as if the road were a pane of glass that had been dropped.

“What the?”

The chunk of the street on which the giant stood jerked downward as if pulled and the giant threw out its arms for balance. The cracking, rumbling sound continued, and then half the street simply fell away from view, disappearing into shadow which was then lit up from below by hellish, orange light as if from a furnace.

From where we stood on the balcony I could stare straight down into the cavern that I’d thought far below us. Not so - the thickness between street and cavern here was only a dozen or so yards, and I watched as the giant fell, huge chunks of street slowly revolving about it, down toward the crystal, down into the shadows and fog below.

“By the Source,” whispered Inixia, and a second world-shattering crack sounded, and like that, four or five city blocks collapsed into the cavern, simply falling away, revealing a massive hole in their stead, screams of horror and pleas of mercy rising up in their wake as hundreds fell with it. 

“Brielle!” I scanned the ruined street below and caught sight of her, burning blade held to one side as she balanced at the edge of the chasm. The ground buckled beneath her feet steadied, then buckled again.

I released Inixia and without thinking climbed up onto the balcony’s railing and leaped down the six or so yards to land close to her, the ground shifting under my weight in an incredibly disconcerting manner. I burst into a sprint, swept her up in my arms, and leaped once more, my vision flaring red as the ground fell away from where we’d been standing.

I grunted as we landed on the far side of the street amidst allies who steadied me and helped us stand.

Victor was there, his thinning hair mussed, his eyes alive with joy. “For the Source!” he screamed, smacking me on the back, and pointing his blade at the distant fortress! “Onward!”

We led the charge past the terrible chasm, running along its side in a feat of reckless bravery. I fully expected everything to collapse beneath us as we ran, but somehow it held; most of the enemy force had tumbled below, and we cut down the few that remained to oppose us. 

On we ran, our beleaguered force streaming behind us, down the street which rumbled and shivered beneath our boots. Every so often I’d hear a cracking, rumbling roar, and everything would shake, even the buildings sway, as some part of the city fell away into the cavern below. 

Fires burned alongside the fortress’ walls, which reared like sheets of black iron before us, impregnable, the keep itself an elegant confection of black stone and metal whose every window blazed with light. 

I chanced a look behind us. It was impossible to make out with any clarity what was happening, but I saw our crusaders bravely following still, hundreds of them visible as they ran through the fog, flying shapes above them diving down to attack and tear unfortunate victims apart. 

“The wall!” I slowed, panting for air. “How do we -”

“Look!” Victor pointed up and I saw Inixia hovering overhead, perhaps some thirty yards above us and visible only because her ward was burning brightly. Her heavy robes flared around her, and she had her arms crossed before her face in the shape of an ‘X’. 

“What is she doing?” Lizbeth stumbled forward, the upper half of her tower shield shorn away, helm gone, face spattered with blood.

Inixia let out a harrowing scream, a sound that rose higher and higher in pitch, until I thought she would tear something deep within her throat - and dove.

Down she came, a burning comet, crossed arms before her face, faster and faster, burning so brightly that I could sense the magic coming off her even with my limited senses, a comet of effulgent crimson light that impacted the street before the fortress wall with ruinous power.

She speared clean through the cobblestones, smashing down into the earth, disappearing in an explosion of dirt and dust that immediately resulted in a terrible shifting of the street beneath our feet. We grabbed at each other for balance, and then a huge wedge of the street dropped a yard just below the wall, which caused the black metal to ripple and groan in turn. 

Victor forced himself to stand tall. “She collapsed the -”

The street gave way. Vast chunks simply tumbled down into the void below, and with them the wall swayed, undulating in a manner wholly unnatural, and then tore with a rending shriek that deafened everyone present.

I clapped my hands to my ears and screamed as the wall collapsed into brutally torn fragments and fell away into the earth, leaving a treacherous path forward over islands of rock and precarious causeways, right into the fortress’ bailey.

I sucked in a deep lungful of air, digging deep for more strength, more energy, more power, and bellowed, “Attack!”

Sword raised high I led the charge across the broken ground, our men screaming in desperate determination as they climbed and leaped over the cracks and chasms, pouring in through the rent in the keep’s wall and into the bailey proper.

A massive portcullis groaned as it was winched up on the far side of the bailey, and huge, slope-shouldered forms ambled out, clad in mismatched plates of battered iron armor and with their elephantine limbs wrapped in chains as thick as my arms. 

Ogres? No - trolls perhaps? I’d never seen their like. Huge tusks extended from their jaws, each inscribed with glowing runes and capped with sharpened steel tips. They were lean, brutally muscled to the point almost of deformation, with great ears sweeping back and plastered against the sides of their hideous heads. Each bore a terrifying flail whose head was as large as a wheelbarrow and composed of six ax heads pressed back-to-back so that they made some kind of insane dire flail. 

We ran at them, momentum carrying us across the bailey, and they hunched over low, arms spreading wide to trumpet their fury at us and charge right into our midst.

Carnage. Chaos. They hit us with the force of a dozen Mack trucks, plowing deep into our ranks, crushing men underfoot even as they spread out so their flails could reap through our number like scythes through corn. The earth shook beneath their huge feet, the air shook with their blasting cries.

I ran at the closest, throwing aside the fragmented remains of my shield. It was pounding its way right at me, hunched low so that its tusks were at chest level, small, piggish eyes blazing a deep red. I extended my hand and willed a blast of levenbolt at it, but my control or aim or something was off, because my lightning bolt crackled out over its head, missing by a yard.

Too late I realized I was committed to the charge, but instead of blinding the beast with electricity it was coming right at me, flail screaming around its head and then at me, making the air moan. I panicked and simply dropped to my back, pancaking as flat as I could as that monstrous flail head whooshed over me with such force that its passage plucked at my clothing and almost rolled me over.

Then the elephant troll was upon me, tusks spearing down to impale me through the chest. I pushed off the ground, a convulsive push-up, got enough air that the tusks slid under me, and I was lifted up as the Trolliphant threw its head back and tossed me into the sky.

I screamed, spinning, and somehow oriented myself over the maelstrom beneath me, throwing my arms out wide as I hurtled over the crowd, everything a blur but for another Trolliphant passing beneath me, a spray of gore suffusing the air as its flail massacred a dozen crusaders.

I stabbed down with Shard, a wild lunge, and dug the blade into the monster’s shoulder, arresting my flight and bringing me crashing down onto its back. My blade cut deep and I hauled myself up, feet scrambling against its pebbled hide till I surmounted its broad shoulders, tore Shard free, and hacked down and around for all the world like a golfer driving a ball out into oblivion.

Shard cut through the monster’s neck as if it were butter, shearing through the upper half and causing it to founder and collapse beneath me. I screamed as I threw myself into a forward roll, hit the packed earth hard, rolled, and came to a stop, head ringing, vision blurred.

Feet shifting and stomping around me. Distant sounds, screams, shouts, coming as if through a thick curtain. I knew I had to do something but didn’t know what. I was gripped by urgency but couldn’t think. I’d been holding something. Trying to do something - what?

A hand grabbed me by the arm and hauled me up. A man I didn’t recognize was shouting in my face, and then his head disappeared as a flail passed through it, leaving his corpse behind for a moment before it sank to its knees and collapsed.

I staggered back, knowing I’d lost something, feeling panicked, the bells ringing in my head stunning. There. A sword on the floor. Mine? Mine.

I picked it up, and as my fingers closed around Shard it flared to brilliant life and lucidity flowed back into me. I snapped my head up and saw that half our force was down, a hundred or more men trampled or torn in half by the surviving Trolliphants. 

Close by, Lizbeth and Sarah were circling and battering one of them to death, one darting in each time it turned to face the other. I wiped my arm across my brow and it came away smeared in blood. Mine? 

A gush of flame filled the air off to my left - Brielle? I reached out for her, sensed her in the thick crowd, knew that she was still alive. Gasping for air I gazed up, past the melee at the keep’s donjon.

“Sarah! Lizbeth! Follow me!” I hurled an arc of gold light from Shard at the Trolliphant’s head, removing the upper half, and as the beast fell, I sprinted through the sparse crowd toward the flight of steps that ran up to the donjon’s main door.

The two knights broke away from the fight to pound after me, and we raced up to the gate where six guards in black plate armor stood in a semi-circle, just waiting for us with both hands holding their great blades at the ready.

Fuck. I ran out of steam as I neared the top, legs burning with exhaustion, and when I tried to swing Shard for a golden blast nothing came. 

No shield. No practice fighting opponents in full plate. I hesitated, and then Lizbeth and Sarah powered past me and fell upon our foes, Sarah’s flail whirling.

It was awe inspiring. Sarah waded in and battered men aside, knocked others off the platform to fall below, shrugged off terrible blows and parried attacks aimed at her unarmored heads while Lizbeth coolly picked them off one by one, her magic bolts punching through their armor as if their plate were silk. The last knight sought to charge Lizbeth but Sara stepped in, knocked his blade out wide and then kicked him square in the chest with a cry, lifting him right off his feet and hurling him to the ground below.

I turned to survey the bailey. More of our crusaders were pouring in, but I saw that our rear was being harried by Lilith’s forces - our men were being forced to fight a slow retreat to cover our backs. The Trolliphants were still wreaking havoc, but three more had fallen. 

The reality was stark: unless we somehow turned the tide, we’d be done for within the hour. 

I ran into the donjon, through the massive gate only to stumble and stop as I entered what looked like a massive kitchen.

“Upstairs!” shouted Lizbeth, turning to enter a stairwell. “Grand hall’s are always on the second floor!”

I followed both women as they clanked up the stairwell which ran counterclockwise as we ascended - and I soon found out why. The first defenders came running down and around to attack us, bellowing in fury as they came, and the curvature of the staircase favored their right-hand swings. Any swordsman trying to fight his way up would have to contend with the stairs curving in the wrong direction, making it hard to fight.

It wasn’t a problem for Sara, however. Her flail swung around the central spine of the stairwell with ease, surprising and obliterating our opponents each time.

I followed, stepping over the shattered bodies, and we emerged into the great hall. It more than lived up to its name. Huge chandeliers shaped like black iron cartwheels hung from the rafters, dozens of thick candles burning from their circumferences. A fireplace large enough to roast an entire ox burned brightly to one side, while huge trestle tables ran the length of the room, forming a horseshoe with a throne set at the far end. Banners and tapestries hung from the walls, and the floor was covered in thick rushes that made the ground soft, almost bouncy to walk on.

But my attention was locked on the two figures in the room which was otherwise empty. 

The first I knew. Salathis, sitting in a chair, ankles crossed on the great table before him, hands interlaced behind his head as he stared at us with his bloodless eyes. He’d donned a silk shirt whose front was a mess of intricate gold stitching, and his boots gleamed as if drawn from a pool of oil. 

The woman who stood before the throne, however, was something altogether different. Skin as pale as milk, her hair gathered in a top knot which then fell down her back in a cloud of the purest black, her lithe figure clad in wholly impractical black and gold chainmail and partial plate that accentuated her cleavage and curves at the expense of practical defense - she was like a heavy metal wet dream of a cruel dominatrix come to life.

But from her upswept ears, her unnaturally angled eyes, her harsh cheekbones and sneer of purple lips, it was obvious that she was inhuman; she was something more, a nightmare of cruel feminine perfection, her eyes glimmering with power and her very carriage conveying such authority and disdain that I wanted to wilt before her imperious glare.

“Morathi,” hissed Lizbeth, crossbow raised as she moved to stand beside me. 

“Here? In Ghogiel?” Sarah moved to my other side. “Impossible.”

I’d no idea what they were talking about, but I forced myself to stand tall and thrust my shoulders back. “I thought the Betheliim was impossible,” I said. “But there it was.”

The queen’s voice rang out. “Was is correct.” Her eyes flashed with fury. “How dare you strike down one of Lilith’s own daughters? How dare you desecrate such holy flesh?”

I began walking down the length of the hall, a burst of relief and joy filling me at her words. “Well, technically it wasn’t us that did that. It was Blindness that kicked your Betheliim’s butt.”

Her eyes narrowed. “He has paid the price. Now it is your turn.”

That gave me pause. “He’s dead?”

Her smile was slow and wicked. “No, nothing so simple. But he is no longer of consequence, regardless. His duel left him too weak to defend himself.”

Lizbeth’s voice rang out with defiance. “But he destroyed your precious Betheliim first, did he not?”

“He did,” allowed the queen. “And in doing so fatally undermined the integrity of the city. Our project of years has been fatally compromised. Peruthros is falling.”

I forced a wolfish grin. “You’re damn right it’s falling. It’ll be ours after we finish cutting off your heads.”

“Such eloquence,” said Salathis, tone jaded and bored. “No, boy. She means it quite literally. Peruthros is collapsing into the mine. The Betheliim’s death struggles weakened the underpinnings. Everything is going down, sooner or later.”

“Which is why you are welcome to this soon-to-be charnel pit,” said Ghalesha. “With our project ended, we are quit of this backwater.”

I didn’t know how to take that. “I - wait. Are you expecting me to say thank you?”

She sneered. “Hardly. We intend to take you with us. Only thus will Salathis and I compensate for our losses here. Lilith will surely be lenient if we present her with the last savior.”

“Ah,” I said. “I bet she would, actually. Too bad that’s not going to happen.”

“Hmm,” said Ghalesha, drawing herself up. “Let us find out. First, the portal.” She let out a cry of such harsh dissonance that I staggered back, and a black and purple line pulsed into being beside her, spreading rapidly to form an oval of endlessly swirling blackness like a drain hole into the void. The air within the great hall immediately began to be sucked into this portal, so that a rushing wind sucked plates and random objects of the tables and caused the banners and tapestries to stir and tug toward it.

“Now, Salathis. If you would be so kind?”

“It would be my pleasure, my queen.” And he disappeared.

Lizbeth stumbled forward with a cry and crashed to one knee, green tendrils of lightning playing across her black armor. Salathis stood behind her, fist coruscating, and grinned at me.

“Boo,” he said.

Sarah let out a cry of rage and swung her flail at him, but he flickered and disappeared the moment before it impacted. Only to appear beside me, crouched low and leg sweeping out to hook behind my ankles and drop me crashing to the ground.

I was turning, twisting into a sideways roll even as I fell, so that his follow-up blow missed, crunching into the wooden floor where my head had been. I got up on all fours, Shard loosely held beneath me, and his grin widened and then he was gone.

“To me, Noah!” Sarah moved in close. “Back-to-back!”

I struggled to my feet and turned, doing as ordered, and Salathis appeared halfway down the hall, seated on the edge of the fireplace’s mantle. He pointed at us with two fingers, and every chair in the room shifted, scraping as they wheeled around as if invisible occupants were turning to face us.

“Turn,” said Sara. “Behind me!”

I didn’t need to be told twice. I fell into a crouch as she braced herself, tower shield raised high, and then every chair waterfalled down the length of the room toward us to smash into her, shattering off her shield and ricocheting in every direction. I leaned back into her, lending her support, and heard her grunt with effort under the onslaught.

Salathis was before me. Simply there, a blade floating alongside him. He twitched his fingers at me and it sped across the intervening two yards, quick as a cobra strike, right at my gut.

I don’t know how I did it. I swept Shard up as if coming out of a rear guard and deflected the attack, then followed through just as Brielle had instructed me, time and time again, feet moving with my blade, to continue the upward strike into Salathis’ thigh.

His eyes widened in shock and he was gone, leaving me to stumble into the space he’d stood, appearing down the length of the hall beside Ghalesha. 

“Cut already?” Her tone was icy with disapproval. “Clumsy, Salathis. Criminally so.”

He hissed as he stared at his thigh and the deep wound I’d sliced there. “He caught me by surprise. I didn’t think he had skill with the blade.”

The last of the chairs smashed itself apart on Sara’s shield, falling in parts onto the wreckage that lay all about her. She straightened slowly, peering over its edge, and I heard her hiss as she rotated her shield.

“You all right?” I asked, not believing Salathis sufficiently wounded to leave her rear.

“Fine,” she said. “Been hit by worse than chairs.”

“Oh really?” called out Salathis. “I’m sorry to have disappointed! Try this on for size!”

He gestured savagely, and one of the massive trestle tables groaned as it trembled.

“Shit,” said Sara.

“Don’t overexert yourself,” chided Ghalesha. “Let me see to that wound.”

“After I’ve plastered that knight across the wall,” said Salathis, sounding petulant.

The table rose an inch off the ground, all eight yards of it, and then flew at us. 

Sarah dropped into a crouch, shield rising, but I knew it a futile gesture. I stepped up alongside her, and with a cry delved deep into my reservoir, momentarily seeing it in my mind’s eye, nearly depleted, what little magic remained tinted a deep rose that was nearly crimson. 

The table came at me like a battering ram from hell, and with a shout I cleaved at it with Shard, channeling power down the length of the blade so that a flash of golden light flew forth, cutting the table in twain down the center. 

Both halves flew past us like a river forking at a boulder, to crash into the walls and clatter to the ground. 

I straightened, heaving for breath. Neither the queen nor Salathis were watching us. Instead, she’d taken off a necklace and was passing it over his wound. The onyx gemstone contained within the clasp was glowing fitfully, black fog streaming down into his wound, which closed up neatly in a matter of seconds.

“There,” said the queen. “Now be careful.”

“Oh yes,” said Salathis, his voice throaty now, his body shaking. “God, I love that thing.”

“Don’t lose your judgment. Stay clear!”

“As you command, my queen.” And he vanished.

I brought Shard up with a jerk and then he was there, leaping up to do a spinning roundhouse kick right at Sara’s head. She brought up her tower shield just in time, but the force of his kick slammed it back into her chest, causing her to stumble.

I lunged as he landed, but he twisted aside, deflecting my stab with the palm of his hand, and stepped in to ram his elbow across my jaw. I managed to half duck away but still took the blow square on the side of the head, nearly collapsing right there and then. 

I tripped over my own feet, turned, backpedaled, and saw Sarah attacking, spinning her flail at Salathis who flickered in and out of existence as needed to avoid each blow, laughing and with his arms spread as he taunted her on.

“That the best you can do? No wonder the Sacred Guard failed so badly!”

Sarah grunted and swung her flail with even more power, wielding the weapon as an extension of her arm. But no matter how skillfully she swung Salathis blinked away at the last fell second.

With a hiss, Sarah fell back into a defensive crouch, battered shield raised at the ready.

“The problem with your kind is that you depend overmuch on your armor and weapons,” said Salathis, dusting off his tunic. “You don’t develop your inner -”

I took a deep breath of air and drank deeply of what remained of my reservoir, extending my palm and hurling a levenbolt right at him. It ripped forth, as thick as a rope, writhing in a flash to pass through where he’d stood.

“Now we’re talking!” He was right beside me, arms crossed, following my line of sight as if admiring my attack. “Much better!”

I hammered my elbow at his face and he swayed aside, then flickered out of existence as I swung Shard. Appeared on my far side and kicked me in the hip, sending me stumbling, but Sarah was there, letting out a grunt that ended in a cry as she buried her flail through where he’d stood, shattering the planks at our feet.

“Bravo!” Salathis appeared atop the other half of the remaining trestle table and snapped his fingers. “You have spirit! Now, let us see how well you dance.”

Blades removed themselves from their holders on the wall, lifting up to float toward us, a good dozen of them, some rusted, some broken in half. There were curved blades, butcher-like cleavers, long castle swords, short, murderous knives.

“Fuck,” I said. 

“At my back,” ordered Sarah, and I did as commanded.

Then the blades flew at us. At the last moment they went from the horizontal plane to the diagonal and attacked us as if wielded by invisible hands; I dashed sweat from my eyes as I desperately parried, blocked, dodged and did my best to avoid the four swords before me. 

He was toying with me. I knew it. For every blow I deflected another two could have landed. Sarah dropped her war flail and drew her own blade, and fenced with far greater skill, her shield providing enough cover so that she was able to take on the six or so weapons all at once, but I knew it was just a matter of time.

I gritted my teeth and willed magic into Shard. It lit up a brilliant gold and each blade that I parried dropped lifelessly to the ground. Inspired, I lunged with a vast sweeping cut, clattering my blade against the remaining two, and free of opponents I wheeled around to help Sara. 

But Salathis was there, right beside me, close enough that I could smell the onions and garlic on his breath, and then he pressed a knife deep into my side, his eyes but inches from mine, his grin murderous.

“Hello,” he whispered. “What have I just done?”

Fury drowned the pain, and not thinking I slammed my forehead into the bridge of his nose, a vicious downward snap of my head that took him completely by surprise. He cried out in pain, fell back and raised a hand to his face, but before he could flicker away I followed up with Shard, slashing it into his upper arm.

Salathis screamed, the blood shocking against his upper lip, and disappeared only to reappear right next to Sarah - who somehow had been prepared. She was already swinging her sword, opening herself to the floating blades. Her sword took him in the side, cutting deep even as three swords speared into the joints of her armor.

Salathis screamed again, a cry that was cut short as he dropped to the ground, his floating blades doing the same, rattling off the floorboards as they fell. 

I gasped, hand pressed to the stab wound in my side. A weird heat flooded down my side, but there wasn’t any real pain. Sarah reeled back, blood flowing from her shoulder and a gash in the chainmail in her side. 

“Noah?” Her eyes were wide, her pupils dilated, her face horribly pale. 

A groan, and slowly, as if doing so through sheer force of will, Lizbeth climbed to her feet. Her blond hair was in complete disarray, the electric blast having torn half of it free of her braids, and smoke still rose from her armor. Her face was flushed, and she blinked, clearly having trouble focusing. 

But she was up crossbow in hand.

We all turned our attention to Ghalesha. 

“Stupid man,” she said, staring at where Salathis lay. “Stupid, stupid man. What a waste.” She sighed, placed her necklace over her head, and stared at us. “Well done, I suppose. I suppose I’ll have to finish this myself.”

She extended her hand, and the table before her seemed to shrivel, the wood warping and turning fibrous, collapsing in upon itself until the trestle table crashed to the ground, the middle receding in both directions and opening a path for her to step through and approach us.

“Hexenmagic,” said Lizbeth, still sounding dazed. “True corruption. Don’t let her touch you.”

“Didn’t plan on it,” I said.

“Don’t let me touch you?” Ghalesha seemed genuinely amused. “Child, I’ve no need of such basic methods. Observe.”

She whispered something foul, spread both hands, and then clutched them into fists and I heard the armor on both friends groan and crackle. 

Lizbeth and Sarah screamed.

The metal was rusting, shriveling, deep grooves appearing across their black surfaces. It was like watching millennia pass all at once. The friends dropped their weapons and desperately tried to undo buckles, but to no avail. 

Lizbeth fell to her knees, and with a cry tore of her breastplate, the leather straps having rotted through, and cast the plate away from her. It fell to the ground and writhed upon the floor, slowly moving and rocking as it rusted into oblivion. 

Sarah began to do the same, tearing piece after piece off her body, even the chain which fell apart in her hands like rotted netting.

I had to act. I tore my eyes away from them and stared at Ghalesha, who was still stalking toward us, moving slowly, unhurried, a luxurious catwalk with her violet-irised gaze locked on me.

“Hello savior,” she purred.

What could I do? I took a deep breath, fighting for calm, for that meditative trance that Imogen had spoken of, the ability to center in the midst of a storm. It didn’t work. I tried to visualize my reservoir, Muladhara in my depths, to summon more power. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes off the approaching Queen of Night. Couldn’t focus. 

“I’m going to bring you to Lilith,” she said, drawing ever closer, her footfalls echoing off the walls and mingling with the cries of Lizbeth and Sara, both of whom had collapsed to the ground. “But there is no requirement that I bring you whole and healthy. Lilith will be as pleased with a mewling wreck of a man as with you. So, let us have some fun, yes?”

Desperate, I closed my eyes. Tried to block out the horrible sounds. Thought of Sensei Rocco, grinning at me from behind his desk. I thought of Imogen, of her words, the sound of her voice. Took a deep breath and held it. 

Come on, I thought. Come on, come on!

I could sense Ghalesha getting closer. Knew she was playing with me. Knew she could strike me down at any moment. That the only reason she hadn’t was because I was amusing her. That she was reveling in her power, my weakness.

Come on, you owl-eyed bastard! Where are you? WHERE ARE YOU?

And then, like twin brutal suns, those bronzed eyes opened within the void, vast and indifferent, gazing down upon me with all the imperious might of a predator about to take its prey. 

My body shook in that sight, and I gazed back up into those bleak and righteous orbs, burning within my mind’s eye, bronzed and ancient, cruel and demanding.

Took a deep breath, and fell away backward into a dive into the depths of my reservoir. 

My blood was rushing in my ears. I could hear laughter, could hear screams. I dove toward Muladhara, following that golden thread, but stopped - something new was aflame within my core.

A black sun. No larger than my fist but wreathed with such splendid flames of gold that I could barely stare at it. It gave off no heat, but rather a sense of power, making the air around it shimmer as if endlessly distorted by its presence.

Fell. Dangerous. 

Mine.

I flew down toward, stopped at the last moment, and marveled. 

Manipura. 

The third sanskara.

Not knowing what to do, I extended my hand and pressed my fingertips into the body of that black sphere, and when I did so, when my fingertips passed within, I felt a jolt as if I’d pressed a screwdriver into a live outlet, a surge of power flowing into me so savage that I screamed and opened my eyes.

Ghalesha had her hand outstretched to touch my cheek, to caress me, and in doing so destroy me. 

But at my sudden, shocking scream she froze, eyes going wide. “What?”

My body pulsed, my muscles taut with power, I felt as if a river of lava were pouring through me. Feverish. Wild. I stared right into her eyes, and her own widened in dawning realization.

“That’s not possible -”

Faster than thought, faster than I could follow, I snapped Shard up and across, severing her hand off at the wrist. Effortlessly, I reversed Shard’s path and sheared it through her elbow, then snapped it back and cut her arm off at the shoulder. 

All faster than the blink of an eye, so fast that for a second the pieces of her arm hung in the air, then blood sprayed out from each cut and the pieces fell to thud upon the floor.

So fast, that she didn’t even seem to feel the pain. 

Eyes so wide I could see the whites all around her irises, she began screaming out a spell, one of those discordant words that made me feel as if nails were being dragged down a chalkboard.

I didn’t give her the chance. 

I spun in place, revolving perfectly on the ball of my right foot, and swung with everything in power, from the hip, bringing Shard around in a perfect slice that connected with the side of her neck and cut clean through.

Her word was cut off just before she could finish it, her rising scream of horror similarly ended, and her head flew from her shoulders as her body fell back in a geyser of blood.

 


Chapter 31

 


 

I swayed, nearly fell. My sudden burst of strength disappeared as quickly as it had arrived. Light-headed, I reversed Shard so that I could lean on the hilt like a walking stick, and stared at where Ghalesha’s headless body before me.

I’d done it. I’d killed Peruthros’ Queen of the Night. 

Outside I heard cries of despair, of panic, and an answering roar. 

Blinking, feeling stupefied, I turned to where Sarah and Lizbeth lay. Their armor had rotted away completely, including their chainmail, leaving them both clad in the torn rags of their padded undercoats. Lizbeth was passed out cold, her limbs horribly bruised and warped as if caught up in the corruption that had destroyed her plate. Sarah lay on her side, gasping for breath, staring sightlessly out at nothing, blood dripping from her mouth, similarly ravaged.

I sank to my knees. The stab wound in my side was spreading heat all down past my hip and deep into my gut. My innards felt liquidy and weird. I looked down and saw that I was drenched in dark blood. 

Gingerly, I pulled up my tunic. The wound was hard to make out under the seeping blood.

I dry swallowed. We needed healing. Desperately. I half turned back to the entrance to the great hall, hoping that someone would burst in, Victor perhaps, Blindness returned from the dead.

The doorway to the stairwell remained dark and still.

Sara’s breaths started to hitch as if hooks in her throat were catching at them.

My thoughts were slow as if mired in molasses. Something. I was forgetting something. A solution. A - 

Ghalesha’s pendant. 

I stumbled forward and dropped to my knees beside her corpse. Reached out and took up the necklace. The onyx that hung from its iron clasp gleamed fitfully in the firelight, faint smoke curling from its facets like mist from a block of ice. 

I knew that smell. That faint miasma. But from where?

Bastion. 

I swayed, frowning. One of the trials. 

The fourth trial. The castle that had been hosting that debauched party. The fog that had pushed me over the edge. Corrupted me, brought my basest instincts to the fore.

I studied the gem. Could I use it? Could I risk its influence if it meant living, if it meant saving Lizbeth and Sara?

The gem shook at the end of its chain. I was having trouble focusing on it. Shock, no doubt, stealing over my body. 

I fell back onto my ass, turned to where Sarah was gasping. I couldn’t let her die. Reaching out, I held the onyx over her throat.

Black mist leached down from the gem to sink into her skin, and immediately her breath unhitched, and she gave a deep, shuddering swallow.

Slowly, carefully, I ran the gem down the length of her body, over her burned and warped limbs, and everywhere it passed her wounds healed, the burns receded, and the flush of health returned to her skin.

When I was done she lay still, breathing easily, as if in sleep.

Throat dry, unable to swallow, I turned to Lizbeth.

Was I too late? The blond warrior lay within the ragged remnants of her clothing, limbs, and skin showing everywhere, darkened and maimed by Ghalesha’s magic. I couldn’t tell if she breathed. I crawled over to her and raised the onyx.

Black smoke sank down to her face, tendrils creeping in through her nostrils, sinking between her pale lips.

Her eyelids fluttered and she groaned.

Not wasting time, I drew the gem down over her chest, where more smoke sank into her, then over each limb. She moaned again, rolled over onto her back, and relaxed, head turning from one side to the other till she seemed to sink into a deep slumber like her friend.

I sat back. The gem gleamed in my palm, seemingly inexhaustible. My heart was beating erratically. Blood was smeared across the floor where I’d crawled, where I now sat. 

I gritted my teeth. Could I survive this wound by myself? Press a bandage into it, make my way down to the bailey? Get professional help in time?

Dared I risk it? With the fate of the universe on the line?

Hissing, I let the gem hang before my stab wound. Black smoke poured forth into the cut, and I felt tendrils of icy cold pierce the loose heat that filled my gut. Felt strange shiftings, intense prickles as if one of my arms had fallen asleep and were coming back to life. The itching was terrible, but before my eyes I saw the wound scab over, the flow of blood cease, the skin knit back over, lighten, and then - I was healed.

I let out a shuddery breath of elation. Strength flooded back into me, and my head cleared, thoughts tumbling through my mind with utter clarity.

I’d done it. 

I’d killed Ghalesha, I’d killed Salathis, had saved Sarah and Lizbeth.

“We did it!” I roared, emotion pouring through me like a flash flood through a slot canyon. I leaped to my feet, snatched up the queen’s severed head, and ran to the closest window, smashing it open so that I could gaze below. 

“Ghalesha is dead!” I bellowed to the throng below and raised Ghalesha’s head high by her hair. 

The Trolliphants had surrendered, I saw, were crouched low with their hands over their heads. Men were standing about, unsure as to what to do, but at the sight of me they raised their weapons and cheered.

I drew my arm back and hurled Ghalesha’s head out into the night, a spray of her blood whipping across my face, hot and wet and somehow so right.

I raised Shard and screamed down our victory to the crusaders. “Peruthros is ours!”

Again they cheered, and heart pounding in my chest I turned to survey the great hall, grinning, feeling on top of the world, ready for anything.

Sarah was waking up.

She’d pushed herself upright, was staring down at her hand, then her body, clearly confused. 

“We won,” I said, voice echoing off the walls. “I did it. I killed her. Ghalesha is no more!”

Sarah looked up and met my eyes, and I saw her lips part, her eyes gleam as she studied me. “My wounds?”

I grinned. “Healed them. You’re fine.”

“More than fine,” she said, slowly rising to her feet. “I feel - I feel indescribably alive.” She looked down at her body once more, and I became supremely aware of how her tattered undercoat was little more than a bunch of rags hanging off her frame. A more modest man might look away from her state of near nudity, but I drank it up instead.

“You did it,” she said, stepping up to me and placing her hand on my chest. 

I reached out and grasped her by the nape of the neck. The thrill of victory was within me. I wanted to drink something, a shot of whiskey, to chug a stein of beer. My body ached, needing release, to fight something, to kill, to fuck.

Sarah met my eyes and her need matched my own.

My lips curved into a predatory smile and I reached out with my other hand, grasping what was left of her padded undercoat and with a savage jerk tore it free, exposing her breasts and upper body.

She gasped and smiled, cheeks coloring, breath shallow.

I leaned in, scented at her neck, nose brushing against her soft skin up to her ear, feeling primal, like an animal. I could smell her desire. Mixed with the blood. With the sweat. Could tell she was wet. That she wanted me.

I growled low in the base of my throat and bit the lobe of her ear, then licked a trail down to her collarbone, sinking my hand in her thick ebon hair and pulling her head aside roughly.

She groaned, arched her back, pushing her breasts out.

Taking my time, fighting back my voracious desire, I licked the length of her clavicle to the hollow of her throat, then spun and shoved her hard against the wall, fist still clenched in her head, and tore away her rotten belt, the remains of her pants. 

She gasped again, then laughed, a sultry, mocking sound, not resisting me in the slightest. 

I felt fevered. The hues around me were over saturated. I was sweating freely, my breath coming in deep pants. I grasped her breasts roughly, squeezed them and bowed my head to her nipples which were hard and erect, moving my mouth from one to the other, licking, sucking, pulling them into my mouth as she moaned and buried her fingers in my hair.

“Take me,” she groaned. “Make me yours, savior. Fuck me hard. As hard as you can. Make me come, over and over and over again.”

I growled again and straightened, taking her by the throat and pinning her to the wall even as I hooked her leg under the knee and raised it, so that her slit parted, glistening in the firelight. 

“Yes,” she croaked, meeting my eyes. “Now. Please.”

My cock was straining within my pants, my need so strong it almost hurt. I was about to release her neck to undo my belt when I felt a pair of hands slide around my waist instead.

Shock, and I twisted around, heart leaping with fear and anger at being interrupted - only to see Lizbeth standing there, her eyes half closed, her chin lowered, biting her lower lip as she gazed into my eyes.

I didn’t know what to say. I stood there frozen, eyes wide, wanting her, wanting her even more than Sara. For a moment we all stood still, Sarah still pressed to the wall by the throat, Lizbeth with her hands on my belt, me between them, and then Lizbeth slowly lowered herself to her knees and I realized what was going to happen and something savage within me thrilled.

Sarah slipped out from under my hand and joined Lizbeth on her knees before me, gazing up at me as her friend pulled my cock out, her callused hand gently grasping me by the base, both of their faces so close their cheeks were touching.

A thought, a fragment of lucidity, a sense that I wasn’t in control, that this wasn’t right passed through my mind like a rag born by hurricane winds, and then it was gone. I leaned back so that my shoulder blades pressed against the wall, thrusting my hips out, and Lizbeth grinned turning her head so that she could trace the length of my rigid cock with the tip of her tongue, leaving a trail of fire in its wake.

Sarah reached up to fondle my balls, and then to my delight turned her head the other way so she could run her own tongue down my shaft across from her fellow knight. 

I groaned. Not even in my wildest fantasies. Not ever. To see Lizbeth’s blond warrior braids and Sara’s black coiled hair, their lips nearly touching as they licked up and down my shaft, both of them gazing up at me, eyes wide and glazed as if feverish with their own lust - god damn.

God damn.

Lizbeth pulled back and took me in her mouth, lips closing about my cock and then sliding down, taking me slowly to the hilt, the head of my cock hitting the back of her throat.

Sarah leaned down, her face disappearing, and then I felt her tongue on my ballsack, hot wetness enveloping me as she gently took me into her mouth.

I closed my eyes and pressed my head back, focusing on the sensation of two mouths on my cock, working me, Lizbeth rising and falling, Sarah caressing with her tongue.

This isn’t right, came a thought once more, but I banished it with a growl and reached out to place my hand on Lizbeth’s head, grasping her and shoving her down upon me, hard, so that my cock slammed into the back of her mouth and she gagged.

Gagged, but didn’t pull away. 

I took a step forward, driving her before me so that she fell onto her ass, and then grabbed a fistful of Sara’s hair and pulled her around behind me, guiding her face to my ass.

No shame. Nothing but need. Nothing but a ferocious desire to feel whatever I desired. Wanted. Dreamed.

Sarah seemed to know what I wanted. I felt her nose press between my cheeks, then her tongue ran up my crack as I began to face-fuck Lizbeth, holding onto her head with both hands. 

Lizbeth gasped and went to it with a will, taking me as deep as she could, while Sarah pressed her tongue into me, lapping and licking in something akin to a frenzy.

It felt so good. My whole body was caught up in a delirium of desire. 

Footsteps. A half dozen men clattered through the archway at the end of the hall and then froze, staring at me.

I glared at them, not stopping. “Get the fuck out of here.”

My voice sounded foreign, completely different. A monster’s rasp.

The men nodded, backed away into each other, and then ran back down the stairs.

I laughed, pulled Lizbeth from my cock by the hair and threw her down onto the floor. Knelt between her legs and grabbed the torn remnants of her clothing, jerking and snapping them away, flinging them aside till she lay naked before me. Her high breasts, the arch of her ribcage, the flutter of her stomach, the points of her pelvis and her mound covered in a fine down of blond hair. 

I growled again, deep in my chest, pushed her legs open wider, and then guided the head of my cock between her lips, not caring about being subtle or patient. 

I just wanted to be inside her. 

She turned her head from one side to the other as I sank in all the way, then cried out as I pulled out and slammed back home. I grabbed one of her legs, looped it over my shoulder and held it tight for leverage as I fucked her, her breasts shaking with each thrust, the feeling indescribable, my lust without bounds, feeling as if I could fuck her forever.

Sarah made her way around, tentative, unsure what to do, so I grabbed her by the hair once more and pulled her head down so that her cheek lay on her friend’s stomach. Then pulled out and slid into her mouth.

Sara’s eyes opened wide and then she began sucking on me hungrily, over and over till I withdrew and slid back into Lizbeth.

For a while, there was nothing but the sound of our gasping. The wet slick sounds of sex. I closed my eyes and saw myself cutting through Ghalesha’s arm once more. The look on her face as I cut through her neck. 

My innards squirmed like a bucket of eels. Yet the thought made me fuck Lizbeth all the harder. Her cries were echoing off the rafters. I thought of the men I’d killed below. My heart was racing so hard it felt like I’d burst. I wanted to kill something. Wanted to return below and find something else to fight almost as much as I wanted to fuck the shit out of the Sacred Guard duo.

I grasped Sarah and pulled her atop Lizbeth so that their naked bodies lay atop each other. Reaching down, I hauled Sarah into place, so that her pussy was just above her friend’s, and then paused, admiring.

I lowered my face and inhaled, then took a long, slow lick of Sarah’s slit, sliding my tongue in deep between her inner lips, then dropped to Lizbeth who was just a few inches below. I licked deep, and Lizbeth wriggled, moaning in pleasure.

It was too much. Like a fucking cornucopia of pleasure. I moved up and down, taking my turns licking, tasting them, comparing them, Sarah’s lips fuller but shaved smooth, Lizbeth’s pussy tight and furred in closely cropped blond. 

I laughed, rose, and then slid my cock into Lizbeth’s cunt, sliding deep into her wet perfection, all the while holding onto Sarah’s hips and gazing at her as I fucked the woman below. 

Three, four thrusts, and then I pulled free and slid into Sarah, angling my cock so that I thrust all the way in, watching and reveling as her eyes rolled up. Lizbeth reached up to grasp her hips and steady her, and then I simply took turns fucking each one, over and over, till I couldn’t tell who I was fucking or even tell their groans apart.

Some corner of my mind was screaming at me. But it was easily ignored, and my thoughts turned to blood. To gore. To how good Ghalesha had looked, how fit, and how I’d have loved to have fucked her before killing her. 

That thought pushed me over the edge. I roared as I came, inside who I didn’t know, my back arching as I felt a river tear through me, a waterfall of ecstasy and horror, a swarming avalanche that swept me away and left nothing behind but my shaking, aching self.

I fell away from them both and lay on my side on the cold stone floor, staring out at nothing, gasping and cock jerking with the aftershocks. Sweat ran in huge rivulets down my body, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t catch my breath. 

I tried to center myself, to collect my thoughts, but nothing came to me. It felt like trying to catch leaves in a windstorm. I rose to all fours and vomited, bile and clots of food spattering across the floor, my whole body convulsing. 

Gasping, I rose to my feet, swayed drunkenly, and stared down at the knights where they lay. Neither of them met my gaze, both of them blinking and looking dazed.

I didn’t want to think. Didn’t want to process this. I leaned down and snatched up Shard. Its blade was dark. Dark like the euphoria that was swimming through me. I laced up my pants, wiped my sleeve across my face, a mixture of sweat and blood darkening the fabric. 

I was about to stride from the great hall when I heard a pained moan. 

Salathis. 

He was stirring, eyes blinking but not yet seeing anything. 

I strode over, wanting to hew off his head, but then stopped. A name came to me: Imogen.

We needed a Hexenmagus. 

I hesitated. How did you bind a man who could teleport away? For long seconds I stared down at him until an answer clicked home: Shard. 

My blade had dispelled the magic in his floating swords. Perhaps it had a nullification effect on Hexenmagic. In fact, I was sure of it. 

I reversed my grip on my sword and slammed it point first into Salathis’ outflung palm, cutting through bone and tendon with ease, sinking the sword a good four inches into the wood. 

Shard began to pulse a very faint gold.

Salathis moaned but didn’t wake. 

I then cast around and saw that several of the tapestries were adorned with old, twisted cords. These I gathered, and then cruelly bound Salathis’ ankles and arm. I gagged him, then wrapped a blindfold around his eyes. 

I stepped back, surveying my handiwork, and then frowned at the large puddle of blood that had spread from the cruel wound in his side. Wouldn’t help if he died on us. I took out Ghalesha’s pendant and held it above the cut, allowing enough smoke to flow down into his wound that I deemed him no longer in danger than stowed it away.

Sarah and Lizbeth had fallen asleep once more, holding each other tight, both naked and covered in drying come. I tore down a tapestry, fighting the urge to simply leave, to release my still pent-up rage, and tossed it over their slumbering forms. 

That done, I strode from the great hall, snatching up a rusted blade from the ground as I went.

Down the stairs and out into the first floor where dozens of men were gathered, talking earnestly with each other, bandaging wounds, shouting out commands, a maelstrom of activity centered on one man: Victor.

He stood, hair still stiff with blood, face pale but his eyes alight with laughter and vitality. At the sight of me he rushed over and we smacked our palms together, his grin matching my own.

“Lizbeth?” he asked. “Sarah?”

I fought to not feel smug. “Upstairs.”

“You fucking dog. And the Queen of the Night? Salathis?”

“Dead, imprisoned. The battle outside?”

“It’s hell, but we’ve won. The fight went out of the monsters once you killed the queen. Don’t ask me why, but most of them flew away or gave up. We’re cutting them down where we find them. But her human followers…”

“So there’s still fighting to be had?”

He surveyed me. “You’ve not had enough?”

“Never,” I said, hefting my rusted blade. “You?”

“I’m always down for some righteous slaughter. You want to head back out?”

“Oh yes.” My voice dropped to a whisper. “Good luck stopping me.”

“Damn, my friend!” Victor clapped my shoulder. “You should slay queens of Lilith more often! It does you good!”

“You’ve no idea. The others?”

“Massive casualties,” said Victor, sobering some. “But we’re liberating hundreds from the caverns below. The citizens of Peruthros put to work on the crystal after the city’s fall. Blindness?”

“I was about to ask you.”

A light sparked in Victor’s eyes, but he cursed and shook his head. “Damn.”

“Rasvoten is dead,” I said.

“And Inixia,” said Victor. “Alexander recovered her body from the wreckage beneath the wall.”

I closed my eyes and reached out with my senses. Brielle was with Imogen, I saw: both of their sparks were at the wall where we’d breached their defenses. Both flames burned brightly, though Imogen’s flickered in a way I didn’t like.

“Peruthros is ours?” I asked.

Victor nodded. “What’s left of it. Half the city has fallen into the depths. It’s what tipped the battle in our favor. The enemy lost thousands who were making their way here from the main gate and formations. We’ve taken bad losses as well. Half our force, maybe two thirds.”

None of this touched me. The numbers, the deaths, the ruin, the catastrophe. It was as if I were hearing of a theoretical war game, where the numbers were just that. 

“Then let’s get out there and claim what’s left of the city,” I said.

“Very well.” Victor turned to regard those within the chamber. “Falstaff!”

“Yes general!” The one-eyed man stepped up, hobbling badly due to a wound in his leg.

“Sweep the fortress now that the savior is finished with his, ah, business. I want the bailey turned into an infirmary immediately. Secure defenses along the perimeter in case the enemy decides to be persistent. I’m going to take a force back down the avenue to clean away what’s left of Lilith’s forces. Clear?”

Falstaff saluted. “Yes, Victor.”

“Good. Noah?”

In response, I marched out the donjon, down the steps, and into the bloodied bailey. Bodies lay strewn everywhere. The sight touched me not. Not the sight of the massacred Trolliphants who had been butchered where they’d crouched upon the queen’s death. Not the piles of my crusading allies, thrown aside in the attacks. Firelight from dozens of torches glimmered off the blood slicks that had pooled on the earthen ground, which had become too saturated to drink in any more. 

Men erupted into cheers as I emerged, thrusting their blades into the sky, crying out, Savior, savior, savior!

I raised my rusted blade and strode through their ranks, heart pounding still as if I’d just finished a terrible race. I couldn’t seem to relax. I breathed deep, but that didn’t help. Tried to reach into my reservoir but couldn’t touch it. Fought for some kind of meditative calm, but it was beyond me.

Instead, I led the way down the great avenue toward the distant wall, climbing around and over the yawning holes which led into the cavern below. Bodies lay everywhere. The corpses of monsters. Shattered skulls. Body parts. Broken bones. I gazed upon it all and felt not a thing.

This is war, I thought to myself. At long last, I understand. At long last, I can cast off my naivety and accept this for what it is: an endless tide of death that shall crash upon the base of the Black Tower.

Victor caught up with me, sword propped over his shoulder. “We were lucky. It seems they were counting on the Betheliim below to do their heavy lifting. Not that I blame them. Without Blindness, that thing would have wiped us all out by itself. But that was their mistake. Once Blindness killed it, they were left wrong-footed, scrambling to react. Most of their forces were gathered in the great square within the main gate, ready to sally forth and meet us in battle. Our coming in through the side gate meant they had to cross most of the city to reach us - a city that fell out from under their feet.”

I nodded but didn’t answer, striding on, eyes scanning the side streets and the distant foggy stretch ahead of us.

“Did you see what happened to Blindness?” asked Victor. “Were you there?”

“Yes,” I said. “He leaped down to fight the Betheliim. They were locked in battle when we left.”

“So he’s gone? Truly?”

“That’s what the queen told me in the keep. Not dead, but so weakened that they were able to take him away.”

“To Lilith? Damn.” He spat. “The very thought of him in her hands… I hope he dies before she can change him.”

“Yes,” I said, but the word meant nothing. Was that movement off to the side? “This way.”

A crowd of fighters was following us, at least twenty strong. They all followed as I led Victor down the side street where some vicious fighting had taken place. The movement I’d spotted was our own men and women lashing the surviving warriors, their wounded and fallen, to a number of crude crucifixes they fashioned out of the collapsed rafters and struts from a shattered building.

The dozen or so crusaders paused and turned to regard us in the gloom. 

I stared at them, then down at Lilith’s warriors whom they were nailing to the beams. They groaned piteously, turning their heads from side to side.

Like Lizbeth while I’d fucked her.

“Sir?” Their leader was a thin rake of a man, his red hair gelled back, his nose a parrot’s beak. 

Victor looked at me.

“Carry on,” I said, and turned back to the avenue.

We marched in silence back to the wall. Messengers would occasionally run up, bringing word from different bands or Falstaff. General Martha had led a force to clean up the rest of the enemy at the main gate, but sent word that most of that part of the wall had fallen into the depths. Kashala sent word that she and the remaining four mages - Alexander included - were setting up base at the donjon.

Endless wounded born on makeshift stretchers passed us by, hefted by men and women so tired they looked as if they needed stretchers of their own. 

But despite the death, the carnage, the shattered walls, the great gaping holes, the confusion and disorder, one thing was clear: Peruthros had fallen.

I paused at an overlook that extended like a great diving board over the great cavern and walked fearlessly to its very edge, where I leaned out and stared into the depths. 

The crystal was a great, shadowy presence, as half the fires and torches that had transformed the cavern into a hellscape before had gone out. Huge boulders and the burst open remains of entire city blocks had crashed down upon it, sending huge cracks spidering through its body, dislodging entire chunks, cleaning off most of the machinery that had been drilled into its side.

Whatever project the queen had been undertaking was irrevocably ruined. But then so was the crystal; even if Ghogiel were to be cleansed and become Chokmah once more, even if Peruthros were to be inhabited by mages and people of good heart, there would be no restoring the crystal to its former glory. 

I turned my attention to the walkways and scaffolding built along the walls, the bridges that crossed from the crystal to the sides of the caverns. There were dead down there as well; hundreds of Lilith’s overseers had been killed, their blood spilled, and the former prisoners were slowly making their way up the endless wooden staircases to the surface, or to rooms and lower levels through which they might gain the surface.

Their songs surprised me. Sung by hoarse and raspy voices, their songs rose up, thin and hard to understand, a chant that gave voice to their joy, their disbelief, their losses, and pain.

 

Freedom. We have overcome.

Freedom. We shall see the sun.

Freedom. We can raise our eyes.

Freedom. The sun, at last, shall rise.

 

I listened, lips pursed, and then turned away.

Victor stood a few paces back, watching me. “You’ve changed.”

“Haven’t we all?”

“No… something more’s happened to you. You seem… distant.”

“I’ve killed more men than I can count. Perhaps I’m numb.”

“Perhaps.” Victor rubbed at the stubble along his jaw. “Or perhaps you’re simply growing into this whole savior thing.”

“Perhaps,” I echoed. “About time, wouldn’t you say?”

“Aye,” he said, giving me his wolfish grin. “Now I can gaze upon you and truly call you brother.”

“I’m not your brother,” I said, stepping in close so that we were eye to eye. “I’m your damn savior. Don’t you forget it.”

His eyes widened in surprise, then he stepped back and bowed. “Of course, Noah.”

“Come on.” I reached out and sensed Brielle and Imogen close by. “I want to find my companions.”

I didn’t wait for his response, but marched past him around the huge pit and on toward the wall, which soon loomed up out of the fog above us. Without hesitation I strode to where Brielle knelt over Imogen, holding her hand.

“How is she?” I asked.

“You tell me,” said Brielle, voice pale, purple under her eyes. “Can you check your reservoir like last time?”

I nodded and knelt, not caring that Victor was only a few steps away. I closed my eyes, fought to calm my breathing, but focus evaded me. I reached out for the great bronze eyes, but they didn’t come. Tried to dive into my reservoir, but it was as if it had never existed.

I frowned and opened my eyes. “I’m too worn out.”

“Too worn out?” Brielle didn’t try to hide her skepticism. “Fair enough. But we need to take care of her, and fast.”

“You don’t want to ask me about how I fared?” I asked. “How I killed the Queen of the Night, any of that?”

“Later,” said Brielle, then paused, looking at me anew. “Unless you feel an overwhelming urge to brag?”

I sneered and rose to my feet. “No. I guess not. Let’s bring her to the keep. I’ve got a Hexenmagus waiting for us there.”

“You’ve a…?”

“I’d tell you, but it would sound too much like bragging. Victor.” I turned to where he stood. 

“Noah?”

“Send men to fetch a bier. Imogen must be taken to the keep. Now.”

Victor frowned at me, then gave a slow nod. “Very well.”

“Noah, are you all right?” Brielle rose with difficulty to her feet, wincing at some hidden pain.

“I’m fine,” I said, voice curt. But I knew I wasn’t. I couldn’t catch my breath. The urge to vomit was pressing at the back of my throat. Part of me wanted to walk off into the night. To find the enemy. To cut them down, or better yet, raise them up on crucifixes, and make them pay for their sins.

“Something is off,” said Brielle. “You… feel different.”

“What, you’ve suddenly developed empathy? Get off my back, Brielle.”

A couple of men rushed up with a crude canvas stretcher that was slung between two poles. They lowered it to the ground beside Imogen, then glanced up at me.

“Carry her carefully,” I said. “You drop her I’ll take off your heads.”

They paled, exchanged a nervous glance, then nodded. Carefully, they levered Imogen onto the stretcher and then lifted her up.

“You’re going to the keep?” asked Victor. 

“Yes. I must tend to Imogen.” I felt sullen, resentful over the obligation. “The enemy will have to wait.”

“Can you take a message back to Falstaff for me? Tell him -”

“Send a message boy,” I said. “Brielle. Let’s go.”

I led the way, setting a hard pace, not caring that the messenger struggled to keep up. I could feel Brielle’s gaze on the back of my neck and had to stop myself time and time again from turning to snap at her. Instead, I clenched my hand on the hilt of my rusted blade, again and again, wishing there was someone to swing it at.

My wish was granted. A man dressed in bloody leathers staggered up to us out of the shadows, hands raised. He looked terrified. “Mercy,” he said. “I surrender. I yield.”

“There’s no yielding in this war,” I said, smiling kindly at him. “You know that.”

He blinked. “I’m unarmed. I was forced to fight on their side, they threatened my family.”

“I know, there’s always a good reason to do evil.” I stepped in close. “But it’s over now. It’s all over.”

His shoulders relaxed. “Thank you. I -”

I stabbed him in the gut, punching the rusted blade in deep. He made this weird inhalation sound, halfway between a gasp and a wheeze, and just stared at me. I held his gaze, feeling nothing, then yanked the blade out and with both hands hacked it across his face.

I felt bone shatter and he went down. The rusted sword snapped, so I tossed the remnants away. 

The man was making gurgling noises at my feet.

I stared at the stretcher bearers. “Come on.”

I resumed walking, not meeting Brielle’s eye, worried that if I did I’d snap at her, tell her to fuck off. Knowing, even now, that I shouldn’t. 

The road back to the donjon was treacherous and crowded now with refugees from below. They kept singing and holding hands, calling out praises to what few crusaders were left, a great, shifting morass of bodies that made the ground groan and tremble.

I wasn’t surprised when I heard a soft buffeting roar from behind and turned to see a section of the street fall away. 

Screams. Shouts of alarms, people crying out to each other. 

“Idiots,” I said, and turned to keep walking to the keep.

Behind me, I heard voices raised in panic, sobs, the distant clattering echoes of boulders hitting the crystal. Maybe the fools wouldn’t jump so much now.

The dark walls of the keep rose up before us at last, and I led the way into the bailey, ignoring the salutes and greetings. Up the steps to the front doors, into the first floor then up the stairwell to the great chamber. 

Brielle and the stretcher bearers followed wordlessly behind.

A dozen people stood around the surviving half of the trestle table, Falstaff amongst them. Sarah was up, dressed in rough-spun tunic and pants, her black hair drawn into a ponytail, sitting on a bench against the wall, staring at the ground.

She looked up as I entered, and we met each other’s gaze. I couldn’t read the emotion in her eyes but didn’t feel the need to try. 

Lizbeth was gone. 

Not my problem.

I led the way to where Salathis still lay, his hand yet impaled by Shard, a guard standing over him with a blade at his throat. 

He was awake. 

He gazed up at me, and despite his pain, his weakness, his loss, he seemed to recognize something within my depths, for he grinned, eyes gleaming, and bobbed his head.

“Greetings, savior. It’s good to see you.”

 


Chapter 32

 


 

I kicked Salathis across the jaw. His head snapped back, his body twisting, but held in place by his impaled hand. I looked over to one of the dozen people around Falstaff and snapped my fingers, pointing at the floor. 

“Chair,” I said, and turned back to our prisoner.

The stretcher bearers set Imogen down carefully within a few yards of me. Brielle moved to stand beside her.

Salathis wiped at his lip with his free hand, then looked at the smear of blood across his palm and smiled once more. Only then did he look up to meet my eyes. “Are greetings not allowed?”

A chair was placed behind me. I sat without looking. “You’re only alive because you can be of use. Annoy me, and I’ll start cutting pieces off. Understood?”

Nobody in the great hall so much as breathed. Everyone stood frozen, listening, rapt. 

Salathis tried for a more comfortable position. It was tricky, since his hand was impaled. “Sure, sure. I’m happy to be of service, though I have my conditions.”

“Of course you do,” I said, feeling bored. “But let’s skip the drama. You want me to swear on the Source that I’ll let you go once you’ve performed this service. You want an iron-clad assurance that you’ll be set free, and in exchange, you’ll do whatever I need. Very well. I swear on the Source as its savior that if you execute my commands faithfully, obeying their spirit as well as their letter, I’ll make sure you’re set free in a way that allows you to escape to safety.”

He raised an eyebrow. “So you can read minds now?”

“No,” I said. “I’ve just seen enough movies to know how this will go. Now, satisfied?”

“The oath of a savior,” said Salathis. “Yes, very well. Of course, I’d better be able to converse with you if you removed this blade from -”

I rose and kicked him with the toe of my boot in his side where I’d partially healed him before. I didn’t kick him as hard as I could, but it was a business-like kick, and then I sat down again and waited until he was finished retching.

“My friend was infected by a Hexenmagic parasite. I’ve partially bound it with our unique bond, but we’re unable to remove it without damaging her mind. I want you to take it out. Once I am confident she’s safe, I’ll let you go.”

Salathis spat some more bile onto the ground then wiped his lips with the back of his sleeve. “I don’t practice that kind of magic.”

“Too bad,” I said. “Then you’re of no use to me.”

“No,” he snarled, pushing himself upright to glare at me, and in that anger I saw real fear for the first time. “I didn’t say I couldn’t do it. I said it wasn’t my kind of magic. I’ll have to look first before I can tell you for sure either way.”

“Then begin,” I said. “But obviously if her condition worsens as a result of your examination, or if I detect anything else weird going on, I’ll just cut off your head and be done with it.”

He held my gaze, his own going flat and hard, and I knew that he believed me. He nodded. “Bring her over here then. It’ll be easier if I can touch her. You’ll have to remove your blade.”

I looked over to the stretcher bearers who had stepped away but not yet dared leave altogether, and nodded.

They moved Imogen within arm’s length of Salathis.

I could sense Brielle’s displeasure and fear. The tension in the room was gelid and thick enough to cut with a butter knife. I rose and took hold of Shard. Stepped on his wrist, and then pulled the blade free.

Before he could do more than hiss I slid the tip of Shard into his mouth, forcing it between his lips, and then willed it to glow. 

It didn’t, but Salathis froze.

“Try anything,” I said, “and I’ll pin you by the back of your head to the ground.”

Salathis grimaced and gave the slightest of nods. Then, fumbling, he reached out and touched her marbled temple.

Nothing seemed to happen. Salathis closed his eyes, though I saw his irises flicker from side to side behind them. Imogen’s face remained placid in the depths of sleep. Perhaps a minute or two passed. I heard a few whispers behind my back, but nobody dared break the silence.

Salathis opened his eyes. I withdrew Shard and sank it a half inch into his chest.

He bit back a yelp but didn’t complain. “The parasite as you call it has grown powerful. It’s absorbed a lot of this woman’s power. It’s bound, however, in a way that prevents me from working on it. You’ll have to let it go loose so that I can capture it and pull it out.”

“Makes sense. You can do this?”

Salathis licked his lower lip, gaze flicking past me to examine the observing crowd. Seeking sympathy, potential allies, perhaps? He looked back and gave me a hesitant nod. “I might be able to. Like I said -”

“Not your kind of magic. But desperation should be a good incentive. How do we coordinate this?”

“I’ll observe her. You remove your bindings. I’ll sense when it’s done and act accordingly.”

I looked at Falstaff. “Send for Alexander, Kashala, anyone else who can wield magic. Brielle, you’re going to help.”

Brielle stepped forward uncertainly. “I’ve never done anything like this.”

“You can wield magic,” I said, tone final. “Therefore, you will help. Alexander and Inixia were able to connect with Imogen a few nights ago in an attempt to remove the parasite. However they did it, you will do the same. Alexander will explain when he arrives.”

“I - yes.” Brielle sank down to kneel by Imogen’s side. “All right.”

We waited in silence. I was aware on some distant level that normally I’d have tried to make conversation with someone to break the tension. Would have been bothered by the awkward nature of that silence - but now I was past caring. 

I twisted Shard ever so slightly so that it opened the wound in his chest. “What were you doing to the crystal below?” 

“I wasn’t doing anything,” said Salathis, biting back a hiss.

In response I pressed the blade a little deeper.

“You fucking cur,” he gasped, and I sensed his body tense beneath my boot as if preparing to arch and twist away. 

“The crystal,” I said, voice leaden as if uninterested.

“That was Ghalesha’s doing,” he said, voice taut with pain. “She was dedicating it to Lilith. Was going to use it against Bastion.”

A flicker of emotion deep within me, but I couldn’t identify what kind. “So Bastion still stands?”

“Yes,” grated Salathis. “Pelleas was cast out despite holding every advantage. Bastion still stands.”

“Pelleas,” I said. “The lich?”

Despite his pain, Salathis grinned up at me. “I thought you’d be familiar with the name.”

“Doesn’t mean anything to me.”

Brielle raised her hand to her lips, face going pale. 

“What?” I asked.

“Pelleas? As in Pelleas Lightbringer?”

Salathis’ grin widened. “So you have heard of him.”

“The first savior,” said Brielle. “He journeyed through all of the spheres when Lilith first rose, almost a century ago. Disappeared into Malkuth with his companions and was never heard from again.”

“Well, it seems failure’s in his blood,” said Salathis. “To be pushed out of Bastion after penetrating so deep? I can only imagine the depths of Lilith’s displeasure.”

Brielle was staring at Salathis in horrified fascination. “What… what did she do to him?”

Salathis sneered. “Do you honestly expect me to share such information? No. We have a deal. I remove the parasite, you let me go. You’ll need to offer me something else if you want information besides.”

Brielle looked up at me. “Noah?”

I frowned. “I’ve nothing to offer you. Our deal did not stipulate leaving you with all your limbs and appendages intact.”

“I disagree,” said Salathis quickly. “You said I should follow the spirit as well as the letter of your agreement. Therefore you are bound likewise, and the spirit of releasing someone to safety is that their body is held in such trust as well. Wound me, torture me further, and I will deem you an oath breaker.”

I was suddenly and completely tired of his prattling. I shoved Shard back into his palm, ignored his cry of pain, and moved back to my chair. “Very well. Then shut up till Alexander gets here. I’ll heal your hand before you leave.”

Salathis bit back a curse and closed his eyes. I closed mine as well; my feverish energy was still coursing through me, but it was like an oil slick over a black ocean of fatigue; I felt like I’d had too many coffees after three nights without sleep. Jumpy, irritable, exhausted, yet wired.

I closed my eyes. Perhaps I dozed. Regardless, the sound of boots coming up the stairwell woke me, and I sat up, turning to regard Alexander and Kashala as they entered the hall.

Both looked exhausted and filthy, but there was in Alexander’s eyes something else, a more profound grief that left his features slack. His hair was in disarray, his emerald clothing torn and singed, and he moved without any sign of his customary sprightliness. 

“Noah,” he said, moving forward and bowing his head.

“Alexander. Kashala. We’re finishing here what we started with Inixia in Imogen’s tent.”

At the mention of Inixia, I saw Alexander’s eyes glaze over with fresh grief. Huh. I pressed on. “I want you both to help monitor Salathis and make sure he doesn’t try anything strange. Brielle will help. I’ll remove the parasite’s binding and Salathis will remove the parasite. Questions?”

“Yes, yes, of course,” said Alexander with a sharp sniff and a forced, stiff smile. “Always a pleasure to be of service. Brielle? Kashala? Have you done anything like this before?”

“My talents do not lie with healing or psyche-imperium,” said Kashala, voice low.

“Nor mine,” said Brielle.

“No matter,” said Alexander, walking around Imogen’s slumbering form. “You can act as Noah did the first time, as wells of power for our efforts.”

Kashala snorted. “I have precious little left.”

Brielle raised an eyebrow. “Nor I. Should we wait for morning? We’d have a chance to -”

“No,” I said. “We do this now. We can’t risk Imogen slipping away over the course of the night. Prepare.”

“Very well,” said Kashala, sitting cross-legged beside Imogen. “Alexander, I’ll open myself to you.”

“As will I,” said Brielle. 

Alexander nodded and knelt behind them both, placing a hand on each of their shoulders. “I shall do what I can, though! I must admit that I find myself moderately distressed, and my focus isn’t what it used to be.”

“Get your shit together,” I said to him, voice low and even but without a shred of sympathy. “All of you. Salathis? When I’m ready I’ll pull the blade. You know the consequences to fucking around.”

“I do,” he said. “Though with your oath, I have nothing to fear. I am ready when you are.”

“Good.” I took a deep breath and closed my eyes. I had to dive into my reservoir and somehow extricate the golden cord. 

But first I needed to fucking meditate.

I waited behind my closed eyelids. The darkness there was warm red, with an endless kaleidoscope of white and blue motes falling into each other, drifting apart, shifting like cloud formations. 

I inhaled slowly, fought for focus. My thoughts swirled through my mind like a hundred autumn leaves blown by a tempest. Random thoughts. Ash falling from the sky. A horse, though I couldn’t remember which. Bastion, seen from my balcony. Valeria’s ax. Lizbeth and Sarah, lying nude atop each other, pussies glistening. My blade covered in blood. The platform in Hidden Hope. The council chamber where Shalarra would receive us.

I frowned, trying to clear my mind. Sought to push through those thoughts as a man might through a crowded square. Imogen emerging from the woods, streams of lighting playing about her. Rosanna’s burst eyes. Brielle’s sleeping face, inches from my own on a pillow. Emma riding a scooter in the Florida Keys, whooping in fear and delight. Waves crashing on the beach after the fire had died down. Sitting with my friends in Bennigan‘s in eighth grade, how exciting it had felt to order my first meal away from my parents. A goblin moving toward me in the First Trials. Mr. Marks, my calculus teacher, awakening me with a slam of his hand against the desk near my head. 

Fuck. I grimaced and tried to picture those bronze owl eyes. 

The overgrown elms and sycamore trees on the lawns on Leonard Street. The Union Pacific night train rolling through town just after ten o’clock each evening. The first time I’d gotten a hangover at Lisa’s house. The Cyclops’ hand groping into the cave seeking Brielle and myself.

I tried to recall Imogen’s words. Her guidance. Sought Sensei Rocco’s presence, but it was like trying to grasp at a hologram. 

I opened my eyes and met Salathis’ gaze, his knowing smile. My grip tightened about Shard’s hilt, and if it were not for Imogen I’d have hacked the front of his face clean off.

“Having trouble, savior?”

“What do you know?” I asked him.

“You’re under the influence,” he said, voice regaining its lost confidence. “You used Ghalesha’s pendant, didn’t you? To heal? Well, there’s a price for that. You’re paying it.”

I twisted Shard, causing its blade to pry apart the fine bones of his hands. He screamed.

I leaned down low over the pommel and glared at him. “How do I undo it?”

He gasped and shuddered and then somehow gathered his wits. “Time, I suppose? Or you can burn it off through deeds that please her.” He squinted up at me. “Something I see you’ve already been doing.”

“Fucker.” I stood straight. Anger burned bright within me. It would be so easy to cut off his head. To end his annoying chatter. To hack at his body, to steal his dignity and leave him a quivering pile of blood-red chunks, fit for nothing more than the slavering jaws of feral dogs -

I pressed my hand to my face and turned away. 

“Noah?” Brielle’s voice was tentative in a way I’d never heard it before. Was that a hint of fear I heard?

“I’m still me,” I said. “No matter what influence I’m under. This is still… me.” I spoke to myself. The reprimand was for my own weakness. I turned back, withdrew Shard altogether, and laid it across my lap as I sat down on the floor beside Imogen. I took one of her gloved hands in my own and then closed my eyes, spine stiff, frowning all the while.

Again that intimate red nothingness. That swirling sense of endless movement. The sensation of falling into the void. 

I tried to relax, but my muscles wouldn’t obey. I felt as tight as a clenched fist. No matter. Meditation was supposed to be about more than the body. Imogen had said masters could meditate even while in battle while being injured. If so, then I sure as fuck could do it now.

People were talking. I tuned them out. Focused on the gloved hand within my own, and said to that void in a silent voice: Imogen.

Nothing. 

Thoughts began to assail me, a barrage of images and emotions, but I ducked my head and let them blow by. An endless stream, tugging at me, seeking to hook my attention. 

I ignored them.

Feeling surly, feeling resentful, I tried to reach out for Imogen’s presence. Tried to sense her. It was surprisingly difficult. Just as I was about to give up, I felt her close by, there right beside a flickering flame, half-glimpsed and then gone.

The success lifted my heart.

Frowning still, I focused on her. Reached out with that inner compass, betting on the strength of our bond. The way we had forged it over and over again with trust and compassion and physical bonding. Like the folding of a Japanese sword, making it stronger each time.

Imogen.

There. The purple flame. I froze as if it were a bird that I might spook with a sudden movement. Then, carefully, I drew closer, inching toward it, till it burned brightly in my mind’s eye.

Though not as brightly as it should. Either my connection was dampened by the healing I’d undergone, or Imogen was starting to fade.

Imogen, I thought, fighting back the desperation, and carefully reached out my hand toward her fire, though my body moved not at all. My fingers slid into that ghostly presence, and I felt a gentle tug, a circular path leading right back to me.

Our bond. 

Focusing furiously, sweat beading my brow, I followed that bond with my fingertips, much as one might the most delicate of threads. Barely brushing it, closer and closer to my hidden heart, my magical reservoir.

It was a surreal sensation. An inversion of self, following that thread into my own being, down into the dark, into a place before which storm winds raged, clouds streamed, and where the darkness was so profound I felt as if my very sense of self were dissolving. 

But I held on, following our bond, till at last I sensed that I floated within my reservoir, though I could see nothing at all. No Muladhara flower at my base. No blazing sun behind my sternum. No thread of shining gold running down its center.

The beating of my heart echoed about me. The only sense I had of anything mystical was that soft pressure between my extended fingertips, the beginning of my bond with Imogen. 

It led to the golden thread, I knew. Even if I couldn’t see it. So I traced it all the way in and closed my fist around something vertical. Something that burned in my palm like a live wire, that cut deep, made me want to yank my hand back with a curse.

Instead, I held on tight. It was one of the hardest things I’d ever done. To hold onto that invisible thread, to embrace that pain, and then trace its passage down, down into my core, descending like a deep sea diver into the belly of the ocean where all manner of horrors might dwell.

Down, down, and then - out to the side. 

I’d reached the spot where I’d bound that golden thread to the parasite. I took hold of it with both hands. Braced myself.

“Get ready,” I heard myself say as if from another world, another life.

I took a deep breath, gripped the thread tight, and pulled.

It was like hauling on an iron railing. 

Release, I commanded it, my anger redoubling, foul and furious. C’mon, you golden sunnuvabitch, let go of that parasite. Get back in here!

I hauled, harder and harder, and then there was no resistance, and I tumbled back as the thread or whatever spooled back into my reservoir. 

I gasped and opened my eyes, and saw Salathis with his eyes closed, Brielle, Kashala, and Alexander the same.

All of them were frowning as if contemplating something foul. 

I lifted Shard, my hands aching but uncut, and leveled its tip with Salathis’ throat.

The man’s eyes were darting from side to side, his chest rising and falling in shallow pants, sweat running down his brow. He seemed to be whispering beneath his breath, but I couldn’t make out his words.

A crowd had gathered on the far side of the room. Soldiers, some of Victor’s staff, all of them watching with wide eyes.

I looked back at Salathis. 

His lips were moving faster now, opening as if he spoke to something or someone, but no sound emerged. He was growing agitated, the tendons standing out in his neck, and then his back arched so that only his heels and the crown of his skull touched the ground. He yelled silently, expression somewhere between imperious and terrified.

Alexander moaned, and then Brielle collapsed onto her side, eyelids fluttering, eyes rolling up.

Kashala was grimacing, straining, rocking back and forth. Alexander’s knuckles were white where he gripped her shoulder.

Salathis let out a cry, sharp and incoherent, then collapsed back to the ground. 

Alexander’s hand flew from Kashala’s shoulder, and they both fell over.

I leaped to my feet and stood over the Hexenmagus. Blade to his neck, I kicked his hip. “Talk! Did it work? Talk, damn you!”

His eyes opened and for a moment he didn’t focus on me, but then he smiled, expression dazed. “Aye, it worked well enough. The parasite’s here. With me. I have to get help before I lose control of it.”

My knees went weak and my breath left me as I looked down at Imogen. The marbling at her temple was gone. 

“You did it,” I said, half in disbelief, then couldn’t help but grin. “You bastard, you really did it.”

“Yes,” said Salathis, reaching up carefully to move my blade aside. “Now if you will keep your part of the bargain…?”

“No,” I said, and slashed Shard across his throat. 

Salathis squawked and thrashed over onto his side, desperately trying to stem the burst of blood that sprayed forth from the wound. He hacked and hissed, legs kicking, then turned back over to glare at me, horror and hatred in his eyes. His blood was startlingly red against his pale skin, and his whole body shuddered and tensed and relaxed and then his hands dropped away and his head fell back so that the cut in his throat puckered open, blood still pumping forth.

“You…” Alexander was staring at me, stunned. “You broke your oath.”

“Yeah,” I said, staring down at Shard. I felt nothing. “Looks like I did.”

“But… you swore on the Source,” he said, voice shaking.

“Guess I lied. Though, is it a lie if you make an oath to scum like him?” I sheathed Shard, not bothering to wipe the blade clean. An eternal weapon could handle a little filth. “Anyways, letting bad guys go means having to deal with them down the road. Better to end it now. You two. Bring Imogen and Brielle. I’m going to find a room.”

Falstaff coughed a wet wounded sound, and stepped forward, blinking his one eye as if having trouble looking in my direction. “I, uh, savior, Victor might want to -”

“Tell Victor to fuck himself,” I said. “I’m tired. I’ve done more than all of you put together. I’m going to sleep, and if anyone tries to wake me up I’ll cut off their lower jaw. Am I clear?”

Falstaff nodded and stepped back.

“Good, you two, follow.”

The stretcher bearers abandoned their makeshift canvas stretcher and scooped up each woman, carrying them against their chests as they followed me down the length of the great hall.

The need to rest was overwhelming. I passed where Sarah sat, still staring numbly at the tabletop, and thought of inviting her to follow. To ask her where Lizbeth had gone. But I was too tired. I walked on by, ignoring the look she sent my way and passed into a room beyond.

Some kind of sitting room. More doors. I picked one at random and was gratified to see a large, four-poster bed in the gloom. I moved to its side and pulled off my blood-soaked tunic.

“Put them on the bed,” I commanded, not bothering to wait as I undid my belt.

Both men hurried to do so, deposited my companions carefully, then fled.

I shucked my boots, peeled off my pants, and briefly considered a bowl of water set on a side table. The urge to pour it over my head, to try and remove the filth and blood that had caked into my pores, was overwhelming.

But no. 

Sleep. The closest thing I could get to death. I climbed onto the bed. The mattress was firm. The sheets crisp and cold. I heaved first Imogen up so that her head rested on the pillow, braids across it like snakes, then Brielle. Fell between them, bent my elbow over my eyes, and slept.

 

* * *

 

I awoke to someone gently caressing my face. My body ached, and something felt wrong, deep within me, like a spiritual hangover that had left my innards coated in a thick layer of cold grease. I groaned and twisted my face away, wanting to slip back into sleep, to not feel this wretched state of existence. 

“Noah,” someone whispered, voice soft and close, and despite everything I opened my eyes and saw Imogen lying next to me, chin propped on the palm of her hand.

“Hey,” I said, rubbing at my eyes. “You’re awake.”

Her smile was more of a smirk. “I’ve always loved how perceptive you are.”

“And Brielle…?” I glanced over my shoulder. The princess was still deeply asleep.

“What happened?” asked Imogen. “The last thing I remember was fleeing the Betheliim…? Everything since then was a series of nightmares that mostly featured the parasite… which is somehow gone.”

“It worked,” I said, and then felt a pang of horror. Salathis. I’d sliced his throat open without a thought. 

“What?” Imogen frowned at me. “Noah?”

I sat up, pressing my back to the headboard. Remembered fucking Lizbeth and Sarah at the same time. Gutting that man who’d tried to surrender to me. Nausea twisted my guts like a wooden spoon and I almost retched.

“Noah?” Imogen sat up, took my hand. “What’s wrong?”

“Just - the things I did yesterday, I… god damn.” Cold sweat broke out over my body, and I pressed the base of my palms into my eyes. “I killed the enemy queen, but Sarah and Lizbeth and I, we almost died doing so, we are going to die, but I used this pendant -”

With a pang of horror I realized it should still have been around my neck, but when I smacked my hand to my chest it was gone.

“Yes,” said Imogen, voice flat. “I took that off you when I woke up.”

“It fucked me up,” I whispered. “Like, really bad. Like that mist that had that effect on me during our fourth trial? I changed, became this… asshole, this monster.” 

“Start from the beginning,” said Imogen, voice firm. “Tell me everything.”

So I did. In something akin to a monotone I just recounted our flight from the Betheliim, our fight at the gate, our charge toward the keep, the collapse of the city, the taking of the donjon, my battle with Ghalesha and Salathis. 

How we’d almost died. How I’d used the onyx gem to heal us all, and how we’d then fucked like animals. 

I skipped over some of those details. 

Instead, I hurried on to how I’d marched out with Victor to find her. How I’d condoned the crucifixions. Brought her back to the donjon, killed the man who tried to surrender, then forced Salathis to help. My inability to meditate. How we’d saved her anyway, and how I’d then broken my oath to the Source.

“What does that do?” I asked her. “Breaking an oath like that?”

“Not good,” said Imogen. “You violated your bond. Just like your connection to me and Brielle can change depending on how much we trust and love each other, how we behave to each other, your own bond to the Source can grow or weaken depending on such actions.”

“Which means? I’m no longer the savior?”

“No, you are. But your channel to the Source has no doubt narrowed. In practical terms, it will mean less magic will pour into your reservoir, you’ll grow more slowly in your practice, your overall bond to your companions will weaken.”

“Shit,” I said, pressing my thumbs into my eyes and leaning my head back.


“But,” Imogen’s voice remained calm, “you were clearly under Lilith’s influence. That might mitigate things. In fact, I’m sure it does. It will be easier for you to make amends.”

“And how do I do that?”

“I don’t really know,” said Imogen, reaching out to touch my forearm. “I’m sorry. This is uncharted territory. You’ll have to meditate on it, seek to connect to the Source, and sense how best to repair this breach.”

“Shit,” I said again.

“Though from what you’ve said I don’t see as to how you had a choice in the matter. Ask yourself, Noah: was death preferable to the actions you then took?”

“I - no.” I rubbed at the side of my face. “As bad as they were.”

“As bad as they were,” agreed Imogen. She crossed her legs, smoothed down her black skirt and white apron, and sat with perfect posture. Despite the ash and dirt she somehow looked neat and composed. “You now live to continue fighting. And I’m afraid it is impossible to accomplish this journey to Malkuth without taking on some measure of corruption. You will be faced with situations where there are no good choices. All that you can do is your best, and then seek to make amends for your mistakes.”

“Lizbeth and Sarah,” I said. “I have to find them. Apologize.”

Imogen gave me an encouraging nod.

“And Salathis. How the hell do I apologize to him?”

“I don’t know,” she said.

I dropped my arms into my laps and simply considered her. She smiled brightly back, and somehow, despite it all, I felt my spirit lift. “I’m glad you’re better.”

“As am I,” she said. “Thank you, Noah.”

Brielle stirred, rolling onto her side, and then her eyelids fluttered and she looked up at me. “Noah?”

“Morning, Brielle.”

“Oh, thank the Source,” she said, rolling onto her back and covering her face with her arm. “You’re no longer in monster asshole mode.”

Imogen laughed.

Brielle sat bolt upright. “Imogen? You’re better?”

Then before either of us could respond Brielle launched herself across my lap to hug Imogen tight, squeezing her to the point where all Imogen could do was make little choking sounds.

“Praise the Source!” said Brielle, pulling back and grinning, eyes tearing up. “I was so worried. How do you feel? Are you better? Is it all gone, any lingering effects…?”

Imogen straightened her glasses with a bashful little smile. “I feel weak, but can already feel my reserves returning. It will take some time to undo the damage the parasite caused, but that shan’t be a problem. Better yet, I can now begin actively researching the method of following Emma and Valeria’s bonds. I intend to begin this morning.”

“Fantastic!” I said, just as Brielle clapped her hands and actually bounced in place.

“There’s a whole city out there to deal with,” I said. “The crusade took horrible losses. We’ve liberated thousands from below, but who knows how much food or water there is in Peruthros? How many enemies are still left?” All the responsibilities of the day came crashing down upon me, and my chest suddenly felt tight.

“One thing at a time,” said Imogen, placing a hand on my knee. “First we shall meditate and check in with the condition of our reservoirs. You must be able to cleanse, Noah. Nothing is more important than your beginning that process.”

My heart began to race and my palms to prickle as I recalled not being able to do so the night before. “What if I still can’t?”

“Then we’ll work on it till you can,” said Imogen. “That onyx gem is terribly potent. Almost of artifact level. I’m surprised to find it in Ghogiel. I would have thought something that strong would not have made it this far.”

“I… what did Lizbeth call her? She called Ghalesha ‘Morathi.‘”

“Morathi?” Imogen’s eyebrows rose. “That explains the pendant. That’s the name of the people native to Malkuth. Lilith’s own, as it were. Creatures steeped in her ways, in her power. Cruel, beautiful, vicious, and with as much empathy as a snake. Her elite. For Ghalesha to be here…” She tapped a finger on her lips.

“They were trying to corrupt the crystal,” I said. “At least, that’s what Salathis said. Turn it against Bastion, which, by the way, still stands!”

Imogen’s eyes opened wide and she fairly bounced. “Good news indeed!”

“But listen,” said Brielle. “Salathis said the lich that attacked us in Bastion was none other then Pelleas, the first savior.”

Imogen’s eyes widened. “That would explain his power, but… damn. To think…” She trailed off, shaking her head in wonder. 

We sat there, the three of us, wrestling with all the changes and discoveries we had made, the events and mistakes, the violence and developments. It was too much to process. I felt remorse and anger struggling within me, but not as strongly as I might once have done; either the onyx gem was still working its influence on me, or I was finally growing callous.

“Let us focus,” said Imogen. “Once we begin this day, there won’t be another chance to sit in silence. If we can all sit facing each other?”

Brielle shifted around accordingly, so that we all sat cross-legged, knees touching. 

“Now, close your eyes. We shall begin by simply observing our breath. Don’t try to change it, to deepen it. Simply observe it, entering and flowing back out. Sense your body. Become aware of how it feels. Heavy or light. Where there is pain, where there is tightness. Don’t seek to change it. Just observe. Inhabit yourself. Become fully present.”

Imogen led us through the meditation, taking what I knew to be the long way around to the heart of the exercise, giving me plenty of time to adapt and adjust to any corruption that might linger. Her voice seemed to resonate in the depths of my mind, and I found myself responding to her instructions, relaxing despite myself, obeying her to the point that I wondered if she was lacing her words with a touch of psyche-imperium.

Finally, we reached the crux of the meditation. “Now, hovering as you are within the center of your being, surrounded by calmness and clarity, seek the reservoir of your magic. Allow its depth and profundity to pull you down, to guide you toward the first of your sanskaras, whichever that may be.”

The huge bronze eyes didn’t appear, and without them I felt strangely alone; but Imogen’s voice guided me down, down into my core. I felt myself sink, but this time it felt like I was slowly entering a tar pit, the air greasy and heavy so that I had to focus on my descent. 

Down I went, inch by inch, into a twilight world where I could barely make out my hand before my face. It was like swimming in a murky pond. I willed myself on and eventually made out the burning golden thread. It was a glimmer of yellow in the gloom, barely visible, and I followed it down to where I, at last, found Muladhara, shrunken and faded in my depths. 

“Now,” said Imogen, voice seeming to come from a great distance, “focus on your first sanskara. Muladhara. Feel it in the depths of your core. Feel its weight, its slumbering power in your pelvic floor. Reach for it. Sense it. Embrace it.”

I did so but had to move very close to establish some sense of connection. The air within a few feet of its petals was the same familiar roseate hue that I’d come to know; beyond that, however, it quickly darkened and became murky.

“Now, clear your reservoir,” said Imogen. “Focus on your sanskara, sink your consciousness into it, allow it respond to you, to open. Then, once you have gained admittance, allow your power to filter through you and grow clear.”

I imagined myself in seiza above the great flower and strove for a sense of quiet and contemplation. Gazed down upon the many petals until they began to move, to shudder, and finally, at long last, to open. 

That sense of safety that I’d come to associate with Muladhara washed over me, but weaker than before. Still, it did wonders to ease my mind, to still my worries, and I gazed down upon the myriad crimson crystals contained in the flower’s heart. I felt the flower connect with me, establish a rapport, and then the air about me began to swirl down into the sanskaras heart, and from there flow up in a rushing, soundless torrent into my very being.

The cleansing had begun, but it wasn’t the all-consuming process of before; now it felt as if Muladhara labored to drink in the magic in my reservoir, especially once the last of the rose-tinted light faded away, and instead it began to suck in the tainted shadowy air.

The process slowed, nearly stalled. It almost felt like downshifting in an old truck while driving up an ever-steeper road. I felt the sanskara labor to cleanse that tainted magic, the torrent it had poured into me becoming a trickle. 

Despite Muladhara’s own reassuring presence, its ability to steal away all my insecurities, I still felt a sense of loss, of grief. I looked up and saw just how much of my reservoir there was left to go. It was like trying to drain a swimming pool through a hole, a great mesh that was clotted with leaves and mud. 

This was going to take a lot of time.

Still, I bowed my head and focused, willing Muladhara to cleanse as best it could, accepting the clean magic that it processed and storing it around me like a clear air bubble.

A voice called me. I lifted my head, opened my eyes, and was back in the real world, Imogen and Brielle having turned to orient on the chamber door.

“It’s Victor,” said Imogen. “He sounds upset.”

 


Chapter 33

 


 

Imogen remained behind to work on locating Valeria and Emma, so Brielle alone accompanied me back out to the great hall.

It had changed a lot in the short time we’d slept. A fire was burning furiously in the huge fireplace, entire logs stacked atop each other sending great sheets of flame shooting up the chimney. Torches were lit in every black iron wall sconce, and the ruins of the table and chair were gone - perhaps already fed to the fireplace. The remaining two tables that had formed the ‘U’ of the original layout were now pressed together to form one massive war table, and around these dozens of people sat, many of them tallying figures on sheets of parchment, others arguing, many others obviously waiting for their turn to speak with Victor.

He stood at the center of all this activity, gravely listening to a handful of strangers who were addressing him in earnest tones of entreaty. I spotted Falstaff scowling at a ledger off to one side, and Nethran curled up asleep in an armchair in the corner by the fire. Martha was missing, as were the mages, and I didn’t know if I was relieved or disappointed that Lizbeth and Sarah were absent as well.

My arrival caused a stir; people whispered to each other, heads turned, and then Victor noticed and regarded me with hard, flat eyes as I walked up to his group.

“Good afternoon, savior,” he said.

“Afternoon, Victor.” I clearly remembered how I’d treated him the day before. No matter. Despite a twinge of guilt that was the least of my transgressions. 

“Princess Brielle,” said Victor, bowing smoothly to her, and then he half turned toward his interlocutors. “Allow me to introduce Elder Iphraim, the last surviving member of Peruthros’ original Council of Nine.”

Iphraim might once have been an imposing man, but years of hard labor had stooped his spine, curved his shoulders, and turned his hands into heavily callused claws. Lines of grief and exhaustion were carved deep around his mouth and eyes, and his hair was an iron-gray that was fading quickly to white. Still, his gaze was steady, his manner reserved, and his bow stately.

“An honor of a lifetime, savior,” said Iphraim. “This is my son, Elekim. With me are Telea, a captain of our former guard, and Untos, who once owned substantial business interests in Peruthros.”

I inclined my head to them all. “The honor is mine. I’m happy to see you free of Ghelasha’s yoke.”

Untos stepped forward and took my hand in both of his. “You did more good than you will ever know when you cut off her head, savior. Thank you. Praise you and the Source for your arrival. The witch’s heads and body are being paraded through what remains of our once proud city. Would that she could be killed a thousand times over.”

I gently pried my hand free of his own. “I did what needed doing. And I dare say I was but part of the equation. Victor came up with the plan, and many brave men and women died putting it into effect.”

“Too many,” said Victor. “We’ve lost so much of our force that it feels a mockery to call ourselves a crusade any longer. Blindness. Inixia. Rasvoten. Lizbeth cannot be found, Sarah will not speak. Over two-thirds of our warriors died in taking Peruthros, reducing our numbers to little over two hundred. Entire bands have been wiped out.”

His frustration was obvious, and he turned away to glare at the table top and its many papers, leaning on his fists, frame tense.

“Savior, we came to not only thank you all for our liberation but to offer what help is ours to give.” Iphraim’s voice was quiet. “We are weak from years of labor, but our men and women know that it will be decades before Peruthros can be rebuilt and made habitable. Further, we must ask ourselves: why strive to repair that which will be taken again if your quest fails? No. To stay behind and labor fruitlessly under these heavy skies is its own form of madness.”

“What are you offering?” I asked, linking my hands behind my back. “Exactly?”

Victor turned to listen.

Iphraim raised his chin. “Once the citizens of Peruthros numbered sixty-five thousand strong. Now we are reduced to but a fraction of that. Three thousand at best, and of those only the hardiest and most lucky. Our children have not survived the occupation. Our elderly. Over the years, only the strongest were able to keep working. Those three thousand that climbed out of the pit last night may be weak in body, but their will had been hardened to adamantine in Ghelasha’s forge. With a little food and rest, we will once again regain our strength, and then would be proud to march with you toward the Black Tower to do battle with the enemy.”

My heart leaped at the thought, but I steeled myself against hope. Experience was starting to teach me caution. “I can hear General Martha now. How are our water supplies looking? Food? Do we have weapons for everybody? How many of you are trained in combat?”

Victor rubbed at his stubbled jawline. “All good questions. You’re a fast learner, Noah.”

Iphraim pursed his lips. “Ghelasha put in place extensive filters to cleanse the river and provide potable water. They are powered by Hexenmagic but beyond a foul taste they haven’t affected us adversely; I doubt they’ll function for much longer now that she is dead, but there is sufficient in the reservoirs to last all of us for several months. As for food, we are similarly provisioned. While we were given just enough to continue working, her warriors were well fed, and those food stores are now ours. As for combat and weaponry?” He shrugged. “We can harvest weapons from the fallen, along with armor. I’ll let Telea address our combat abilities.”

Telea stepped forward, and in that single step I saw a ghost of her former self, her military training. In her forties, her blond hair cut boyishly short, her expression severe, she exuded a competent, no-nonsense attitude that lent her words a natural authority.

“I have not yet been able to do a formal survey to see who has survived the fall of Peruthros, but Iphraim was correct in his assessment of the general nature of our survivors. They are hardy, accustomed to labor and filled with hatred for our enemy. A large part of our armed forces survived the fall of Peruthros, since we never actually saw battle, and many of my soldiers survived in turn the occupation. I would hazard to guess a good third of the survivors were involved with our guard. The rest will prove willing learners; we cannot expect them to learn the sword before our next battle, but even a week will allow me to teach them the basics of working in spear formation, while many of them are already familiar with the bow.”

Victor sucked on his teeth as he mulled over her words. “Very well. Thank you. It’s going to take us some time to move on from Peruthros - we need to tend to our wounded, refill our water supplies, restock our supplies, and give my men time to grieve for the fallen. That’s not to mention the pockets of resistance that are still holding out across the city. I want them wiped out, so that we can march without a threat at our rear.”

Iphraim nodded. “Very wise, general.”

“Telea, please meet with General Martha so that you can both begin the integration of our forces. We’re going to need your people broken into regiments, assigned official leaders, then put through what training you think best. Martha is an expert in such matters. She’ll be able to help you through the process.”

“Yes, general,” said Telea, voice crisp with new purpose. “We can achieve best results by combining veterans with novices, and perhaps even forming new bands composed of your men and our own. I will seek her out immediately to discuss formation and training.”

“Excellent,” said Victor. “Elder Iphraim, your offer of hospitality is most welcome. Please speak with Falstaff about food and water supplies; he’s taken over quartermaster duties, and will be eager to assemble an accurate tally of our resources.”

Elder Iphraim bowed solemnly once more. “Of course, general. Thank you.” He then hesitated, gaze flicking from me to Victor, brow lowering.

“Elder?” prompted Victor.

“There is one more thing. I have seen - and heard many reports… of atrocities being committed by your men -”

“And ours,” cut in Telea. 

“And ours,” agreed Iphraim. “Upon the bodies of the enemy… and upon their living.”

Victor’s expression hardened. “They have cause to be upset.”

“I know that perhaps as well as any other,” said Iphraim mildly. “However, the walls of Peruthros are now adorned with mutilated corpses. I’ve heard of impromptu arenas where the enemy are forced to fight each other to the death. Mass crucifixions. Men and women being burned at the stake. Many others were tortured to death, or broken on the wheel and left for the carrion birds.”

“What would you have me do, elder?” Victor crossed his arms. “Tell our men to be merciful to those who have tormented them and destroyed their world?”

Iphraim pushed his shoulders back. “Perhaps, general. What I am seeing take place outside is much in line with what I saw Lilith’s men do with our own people. This is a dark path they walk.”

Victor’s expression darkened. “You dare compare us?”

“I do not mean offense,” began Iphraim, but Victor cut him off.

“Know this, elder. I personally gave them permission to do as they see fit. You want to know why? They are filled with hatred, my followers. They have been hurt and suffered such loss that the world no longer makes sense to them. Chokmah is no more. They now live in Ghogiel. They have to release that pain, and better they do it upon the enemy than the innocent or each other.”

Iphraim’s bushy eyebrows rose and he stepped back, but Victor wasn’t done.

“No, it isn’t ‘wholesome.’ It’s not what a heroic army should be doing. But by letting them purge themselves of this hatred, they cleanse themselves and are prepared to march to our next battle, and the next. You don’t know what we’ve seen, elder. What we’ve had to do to get here. So be thankful you were rescued, even if it wasn’t by heroes and paladins.”

Iphraim frowned, and I thought he would argue, only for his son to touch his elbow. The old man subsided and bowed his head. “As you deem best, general.”

He then turned to me and took my hand, the back of which he pressed to his brow. “And thank you once more, savior. If you have any need, please do me the honor of allowing me to serve.”

I resisted the urge to withdraw my hand. “Thank you, elder.”

The Peruthros delegation backed away and split up.

“A silver lining,” I said. “Their help.” I was on the verge of admonishing Victor, to encourage him not to lose their support, to rein in the worst of the crusaders’ impulses - but then remembered my own actions the night before and stayed quiet.

“I’m not familiar with that expression,” said Victor as he searched my face. “You seem to have returned to your old self. I thought you’d object to what’s going on outside.”

“I was corrupted by the healing magic that saved my life,” I said. “As were Lizbeth and Sarah. I was an asshole last night, but… I don’t know. I don’t know what’s right or wrong any longer when it comes to what’s happening out there.”

Victor considered me, and I could see him struggling to change gears, to let go of his anger and resentment. “Of course. Join me upstairs?”

He didn’t wait for my nod, but instead strode past to another archway, and took a spiral staircase up two floors and out onto the donjon’s roof. Huge crossbows were mounted on pivoting axles, but time and neglect had reduced them to moldering hulks. A sharp wind was blowing, bringing with it the acrid stench of smoke, and the afternoon skies were heavy and low, the ever-present blanket of swirling dense clouds pressing down upon us as always.

We followed Victor up to the battlement and peered out from between the merlons over Peruthros. The sight was sobering. Our attack last night had not only defeated Lilith’s forces but reduced much of the grand city to ruin. Entire swathes were gone, having plunged into the depths, leaving huge chasms behind that made entire city blocks isolated islands. Plumes of smoke rose from countless locations across the city so that a hazy miasma hung in the air.

“I can’t believe we did it,” I said, hugging myself against the chill.

“At great cost,” said Victor. “Blindness’ loss alone is…” He struggled to find the right word. “Overwhelming.”

“It’s hard to believe he’s gone,” said Brielle. “But then I remember the Betheliim, and I can hardly believe he defeated that monster in turn.”

“A Betheliim,” breathed Victor. “Iphraim told me about it. Without Blindness, we wouldn’t have stood a chance. It was capable of bathing the entirety of the city in a low-level psyche-imperium effect. It robbed the citizens of Peruthros of their will to rebel, to fight back. Made them willing accomplices in their own slavery. A daughter of Lilith herself, here beneath the walls.” His smile was jagged. “If I’d known what lay waiting for us, would I have dared approach? I think not.”

“But it is dead,” I said. “And if not dead, then defeated and cast back into the shadows. Blindness sacrificed himself so that we could continue. I can’t think of anything more heroic.”

“We shouldn’t call him that anymore,” said Brielle, hugging herself tightly and gazing out over the city. “Remember? He renounced that name at the very end and took back his true one.”

“iliatha-Temetrius,” I said, nodding in agreement.

“Fuck, we’ve got a week,” said Victor. “I’ll see to it that some kind of monument is raised in his honor. Along with the others that died.”

“Inixia is gone?” I could scarcely believe it.

“She died when she took down the keep wall,” said Victor. “Her loss has hit Alexander particularly hard.”

“I didn’t know they were…” I struggled to wrap my mind around the thought. Foppish Alexander in his emerald suit, severe Inixia in her crimson leather robes. “An item.”

“A recent one, I’m led to understand,” said Victor. “And how is Imogen?”

“Recovered,” I said. “Working as we speak on a way to locate my missing companions.”

“She can do that?” He turned to us both, eyebrows raised. “Impressive.”

“We’ll find out.” A pang of longing for Valeria and Emma hit me, so sharp that for a moment I couldn’t breathe. How long since I’d seen them? What had happened to them since entering Ghogiel? What I wouldn’t give to have them here, safe and by my side.

“I’d like you to speak with Sarah,” said Victor, turning away once more to survey the city. “She’s taken one of the rooms on the floor above the great hall. And if possible, ask Imogen if she can help locate Lizbeth. Her disappearance worries me, though I can’t say I’m surprised. I’ve always found her to be… brittle, if you know what I mean. Her integrity always forced her to see this world of gray in black and white. I can’t say I’m surprised she’s gone, but still, we should try to find her.”

“I always admired her,” I said. “We should do whatever we can to bring her back.”

“Not whatever,” said Victor sharply. “What is the loss of one warrior compared to keeping our entire army safe and ready to fight? No. I’ll do what I can, and you may disagree with me, but given the radicality of her views I can’t say I’ll come to regret her disappearance.”

“I strongly disagree,” I said. “She was a brave and selfless warrior of the Source -”

“Look, I’m sorry. Let’s not argue,” said Victor. “I apologize for my words.”

I struggled with my irritation and then let it go. “Fine. I’ve lots of apologizing of my own to do.”

“Perhaps.” Victor’s smile was hard. “But we did it, Noah. At great cost. But look where we’re standing. First Illington. Now Peruthros. All that remains between us and the Black Tower is a hundred miles of wasteland. We can cross that in a week and reach our goal. It’s out there. Right now. Waiting for us.”

“The Black Tower,” I breathed. “And our means forward to the next sphere.”

“Can you imagine? If we defeat the Hindering Ones and turn Ghogiel once more into Chokmah?” Victor’s voice was tight with emotion. “What an upset! What a reversal! A deed that will reverberate through the cosmos. And why not? We’ve accomplished the impossible several times already. What’s one more miracle?”

“What’s one more miracle?” I asked softly, and then on instinct reached out to take Brielle’s hand. She curled her fingers through my own and gave me a tight, worried smile. 

“Let me know if you leave the keep,” said Victor. “The city is still very dangerous. We cut a swathe through Lilith’s forces to reach the keep, and Ghalesha lost most of her army in the city’s collapse, but as I said there’s still fighting taking place and many of her creatures have gone to ground. I’d appreciate knowing your whereabouts and being able to assign you a guard if you go out.”

“Sure,” I said. “No problem.”

For a spell the three of us stood there, gazing out over the burning city. The sharp winds brought the occasional sound of battle from below, screams rendered thin and distant, the clash of weaponry on shields. How strange to be up here in such a contemplative mood while below men fought to the death. 

“We’re having a celebratory feast tonight in the bailey,” said Victor, bestirring himself. “Something to lift spirits and help our people get to know those we saved. There’ll be good food and drink. Ghalesha was not sparing when it came to her own supplies. I’d appreciate your being there, and perhaps saying a word or two to the people.”

“Of course,” I said, and then marveled at my own calm acceptance of the request. Where was the Noah who’d have shit himself at the prospect of addressing such a crowd? Now it seemed natural. Or - no. Not natural. But after all the trials and losses and sacrifices I made, simply inconsequential. I could speak to a friendly army. Compared to what I’d been through, it was nothing to stress over.

“Very well. I’d best return downstairs. Time to wake up Nethran so he can relieve Akelin and manage the patrols. Have you eaten?”

“No,” I said, following him back to the trapdoor. “But I’d like to speak with Sarah first.”

“I’d welcome a hot meal,” said Brielle. “Any chance for a shower?”

Victor laughed. “If only. But a meal I can provide.”

We made our way down. Victor pointed the direction toward Sarah’s chamber on the third floor, and I bid them farewell and made my way toward her door with a heavy heart.

I stood there in silence, hands on my hips, staring down at nothing. My stomach slowly and carefully rolled itself into a big knot, like an anaconda engulfing a rat. Fuck. I didn’t want to knock. Didn’t want to look in her eyes. I remembered grabbing Sarah by the hair and shoving her face into my ass, and winced, closing one eye. How the hell do you talk to someone after something like that?

I knocked three times. Waited.

The door cracked open. Sarah gazed out at me, her ebon hair falling before her face in thick locks so that her eyes seemed to gleam from behind a web of shadows.

“Noah.”

“Can we talk?”

“Talk?” Mocking sarcasm. “Is that why you came?”

“It is, actually.”

A leaden silence followed. The door was thick, made of stout boards banded in black iron. The hinges were on the inside. It would take a battering ram to break through. Or magic.

“Fine,” said Sarah, disappearing from view but not bothering with opening the door any further. 

I let myself in. A similar chamber to mine, though the bed was far smaller. A tall, narrow window that was more arrow slit than anything else allowed faint light to filter in. Sarah moved to stand before it and gaze outside, arms wrapped around herself.

“I’m sorry,” I said.

She didn’t turn around. “For what?”

“For what happened between us.”

“For fucking Lizbeth and I as if we were your whores?”

I tensed, an angry retort springing to my lips, but I bit it back. “Yes. We were all under the influence of Lilith’s magic. Even now my magic is tainted. That’s not the kind of person I usually am.”

“No,” she said. “That I know. But it is said of Lilith’s corruption that she can only draw forth that which is already there. That she reveals to her victims their hidden natures.”

I fought for calm. “You’re saying that the way I acted is a reflection of who I really am.”

“A blade that cuts both ways.” Her voice was rich with bitterness. “I was hardly unwilling.”

I didn’t know what to say. How to get through to her. I licked my lower lip and took a step forward. “Look, Sarah. You and I… we’ve had chemistry for some time, right? Illington? You’re a powerful, beautiful woman. Of course, I’d want to - well. Sleep with you.” She snorted, but I powered on. “So what happened between us didn’t need much pushing from Lilith, you know? But Lizbeth…”

Sarah hunched her shoulders. “She’s admired you from the first. Especially since Illington.”

“Sure, admired, but that’s not the same as -”

“Noah.” Sarah turned to stare at me over her shoulder. 

I blushed. “Fine. But - even if she admired me, the way that went down, the three of us -”

“No, I agree. Not her style.” Sarah turned back to stare out the window. “She left soon after you did. Took her crossbow and told me that she was going to the Black Tower. To find redemption. I laughed at her. Told her it was equal to suicide to head out into the wasteland alone. Asked her how she planned to conquer the Black Tower by herself. But she just smiled at me and said I could never understand. Left without another word. I’m worried about her. I’m… more flexible in my outlook. I’ve made my peace with the world as it is. Even what happened between us last night - well. It was that or death, wasn’t it?”

“Yes.”

“But Lizbeth. She’s… rigid. I’ve called her brittle to her face. If you never bend, never compromise your code of honor, then when the time comes, you break instead.”

I dry swallowed. “You’re saying she… broke last night?”

Sarah shrugged. “I don’t know. It’s what I fear. I’m praying that she’ll turn up. That she’ll come to her senses after a few days alone out there. But something tells me she won’t. That she won’t be able to square what she felt, what she did, with how she sees herself. Who she believed herself to be. The violation may have gone too deep.”

I shuddered, my skin crawling. I saw again Lizbeth’s blank, feverish eyes as she went down on me. Felt my cock stir at the memory and a wave of self-loathing right after.

“We should put the word out,” I said. “Let people know to look for her.”

“I believe Victor already has. But if Lizbeth doesn’t want to be found…” Sarah shrugged. “We’re a large force. If she wants to come back, she’ll be able to find us. And if she doesn’t…”

“Then what? She’ll just die in the wasteland out there in Ghogiel by herself?”

Sarah reached up and curled a strand of her hair behind her ear, exposing her harsh cheekbone and a quarter profile of her face. “She’s a grown woman, Noah. She’s capable of making her own decisions. If that’s what she wants, then that’s her prerogative.”

“No, damn it.” I wanted to slam my fist into something. “When people are hurt they need friends, they need company, they need to feel… I don’t know, loved, or supported. Not left alone out in the ashen wastelands of Ghogiel.”

Sarah shrugged one shoulder. “Then go find her.”

The energy and fire went out of me. “Would that I could.”

We stood in silence. The smell of smoke filtered in through the window as the wind shifted. 

“And you, Sarah?” I felt artless. “Are you going to be all right?”

Sarah laughed, a high, brittle sound. “I’m fine.” Still, she wouldn’t look at me. “You know what amazes me? That despite everything that happened, I’ve only one regret.”

Now she did turn and fix me with her dark gaze, her smile subtle, provocative. “That you came inside Lizbeth instead of me. That you left me unfulfilled.”

My eyes opened wide and I raised both hands as if to fend off a charge. “I - what?”

“Does that make me strange? Perverted? Perhaps.” Her voice remained even, cool, undercut by a river of amusement. “But there you have it. I’ve desires of my own. We never finished our business in Illington. Last night moved us closer, but didn’t get us all the way there.”

My heart was thumping in my chest and then a new thought occurred to me that acted like a bucket of ice cold water dumped on my head. “Sarah? Are you still under the influence of the gem?”

She waved the question aside. “I am myself, no less, no more. But what of you, Noah? Are you man enough to please me?”

“OK,” I said, backing toward the door. “I’m going to take that as a ‘yes.’ I’ll, ah, be back soon with some help, all right?”

Before she could respond I ducked out the doorway and began hurrying back to my room upstairs. I took the steps three at a time and burst through my doorway to find Imogen seated cross-legged on the floor before the window, hands resting on her knees. Her eyelids fluttered and then snapped open, and she stared at me with furrowed brows. 

“Noah?”

“Sarah’s still under the onyx gem’s influence,” I said. “Which means Lizbeth is probably as well. What can we do?”

Imogen’s frown deepened. “They’re not magical practitioners, so they can’t cleanse themselves. Normally I would say it’s just a question of time. Do you think she’s a danger to anybody?”

“Well.” I rubbed the back of my head in sudden embarrassment. “Not exactly.”

Imogen raised an eyebrow. “I see. That’s good. Oneiromancy might be the best way to cleanse her, but our only adept is Kashala and she’s but second circle. Still, it might be our best option. I can assist in a limited manner with psyche-imperium.”

“Good,” I said. “Anything that can help. And we need to find Lizbeth. Is there any chance you could do that?”

Imogen shook her head slowly. “Not if we want to make progress on finding Valeria and Emma. Locating Lizbeth would probably require my geomancy, something that would be a trial even at my level of dominion as I’d have to track her through the hundreds of other tracks that fill the donjon and bailey and then out across the city. It could take me days to find her, if at all.”

“Fuck.” I paced the length of the room, spun, and strode back then stopped. The room was too small for pacing to be satisfying. “No. We have to locate Valeria and Emma. That’s our priority, as much as it kills me. I’ll speak to Kashala and Victor. You keep figuring out your method. Any progress?”

“Some. I’ll soon need you to work with me, as I’ll have to follow my companion bond into your reservoir and then cast about for theirs. I’ll only be able to do so with your active cooperation, though given your current state it will be slow going.”

“Anything,” I said. “When should I return?”

“I should be ready by this evening,” she said. “I’m trying to create a pulse composed of Harmiel and geomancy, something that I can send out along the bond and track as it moves towards them. It’s… complicated, involving as it does the inversion of certain principles and the stripping down of unnecessary asides. The hardest part, however, I already accomplished when I located you. Now I need but refine the spell so as to track our friends.”

“Great,” I said. “I’ve no idea what any of that meant, but I trust you. I’ll be back at dusk then.”

Imogen smiled. “I’ll look forward to it.”

That smile warmed me in a way that Sarah’s forward advances could never do; I felt not only a kindling of desire for Imogen but more, a yearning to simply be close to her, to have her smile at me the livelong day, to enjoy her company and be made whole by her happiness in seeing me.

“Me too,” I said quietly. “Good luck.”

Her only response was to close her eyes.

I stepped outside, pulled the door gently shut, and then let loose a long exhalation. I’d find Victor first and appraise him of what I’d learned. Then locate Kashala, then try to confront Sarah and cleanse her. And find more time to meditate while I was at it; I could feel my tainted magic roiling deep within me like a sour gut after eating something bad. 

I rubbed hard at my face, took a deep breath, and set to it.

 


Chapter 34

 

 

 

The next two days were spent recovering. It seemed forever since I’d had time to just meditate, to sit and focus on myself and my practice. The previous days and weeks were a blur of traveling, marching, fighting, sleeping in tents and fearing for what the dawn would bring. Now, after that interminable slog, I was able to sleep each night in a real bed, to spend hours in solitude or meditating alongside Brielle and Imogen, and finally, at long last, rest.

Imogen rarely moved from her spot before the window. For hours on end, she’d sit with her eyes closed, the air about her gently whirling with potency as she focused her powers on crafting her new spell. I was unable to match her sheer ability to focus; I’d enter a state of meditation after her and emerge after what felt like ages cleansing my tainted reservoir through Muladhara to find her unmoved, serene, endlessly working. 

I resumed my training with Brielle atop the donjon roof, Danrath and his remaining followers making their way up to join us. He’d opted to stay behind and guard Neveah during the siege, something I’d been ambivalent about but come to appreciate after hearing it; an attack by a desperate sortie from the main gate had plunged deep into the camp, and Neveah, bound as she was, would have been slaughtered without Danrath’s commitment and bravery.

We drilled as always with shield and blade, moving from rear to mid to high stance, Brielle pushing us all, demanding that we perfect the basics before moving on. I asked her what else there would be to learn, and her laughter was harsh in the early dawn light.

“Shield and blade against a spear. That alone will take you months. Against foes wielding mace or ax, or how to fight against two opponents at the same time. Then comes fighting without a shield. That is by itself a nearly completely different art form. Beyond that? Learning new weapons, in case you ever find yourself without a sword.” She fixed me with her glittering gaze. “No matter how quickly you learn, Noah, no matter what kind of prodigy you are proving yourself to be, there are years of training ahead of you. A lifetime.”

That sobered me up fast. 

Victor spent much of his time conferring with Nethran and his scouts, walking the walls of Peruthros, conferring with the soldiers and learning new names, introducing himself to the recruits and overseeing the formation of his new army with both Martha and Telea’s help. I left him to it; though my support remained unequivocal, I didn’t feel the urge to take part in the forging of this new army by his side. To impress upon everyone that it was blessed by the savior, and inspire them with my presence. 

I had plenty of excuses why not to; all told I spent around six or seven hours a day meditating, another two training with Brielle. But there was something more. The very feel of the crusade had changed. The few times I’d stepped out to walk the ruined streets I’d sensed it. Seen how the force I’d originally met had become more desperate, more fierce, less civilized. The escaped citizens of Peruthros formed their own camps, but plenty of single women found protection by joining the crusading bands as cooks, helpers, lovers, or whores. Little was done in the name of decency; refuse and human waste were everywhere, food was served burned or raw with little care for the taste, while men and women fornicated openly or just within alleyways. Duels broke out frequently, and Victor organized a patrol to sweep the streets clear of bodies each dawn, though he did little to tamp down the fighting. 

Nor did he order the crucified and tortured corpses of the enemy to be taken down from the walls. Their silhouettes were a constant reminder as to Lilith and her hatred for our cause, he argued and seeing the enemy so defeated raised the morale of the men.

I didn’t agree, but kept quiet. 

Kashala agreed to assist with Sarah, who was kept locked in her room and in a state of perpetual sleep as the mage entered her dreams and from there sought to undo the foul corruption that had infiltrated her soul. I checked in on Kashala each morning, only to receive a grim acknowledgment that progress was being made, albeit incredibly slow.

For once there was plenty of water, a surfeit of such quantity that we were able to bathe, and Brielle arranged to have a large copper tub brought into our rooms and filled with heated water. I’m not sure if she was hoping for something more, but my experience with Sarah and Lizbeth left me averse to intimacy so that with quiet deference I allowed her to bathe alone and then followed after.

And all the while Imogen labored, staying awake long into the night, whispering words of power to herself, struggling and striving to master Harmiel and force it to do her bidding.

I was awoken by Imogen calling my name. Propping myself up on my elbows I saw that it had to be somewhere past midnight; a sole candle by her knee provided illumination, and it was burned down into a guttered well. Brielle slept on softly by my side, turned away, and I slid out from under the covers to kneel before Imogen.

“What is it?”

“I’m ready,” she said, voice faint with strain. “I had hoped to rest and attempt this come morning, but I don’t know if I can maintain my grip on the spell until then.”

“Sure,” I said, rubbing my suddenly damp palms on my hips. “Whatever you need.”

Imogen closed her eyes. “This will involve your unique abilities. Abilities that I don’t understand, but given what you were able to do with my parasite, I’ve extrapolated a possible course of action. We shall meet within your reservoir; I shall attempt to enter it with your help, and there send my spell along Valeria or Emma’s bond.”

I nodded briskly, fully awake now. “Sure. Yes. Let’s do it.”

“However,” said Imogen, “I cannot trace both bonds at once. You will have to pick which you wish me to track. And it might take days for me to prepare a second spell.”

I sat back. Shit. Valeria or Emma. How was I to choose? “That’s… that’s a brutal decision.”

“It is,” said Imogen.

“Emma would need the most help since she’s got no weapon training or magic ability. But finding Valeria would be a huge boon and help us all the more in then finding Emma. That is if they’re not already together.”

Imogen didn’t answer, but rather simply watched me instead.

“Fuck.” I thought of them both. Emma, my childhood friend. Cool, wicked smart, beautiful and confident and completely out of her depth in Ghogiel. Valeria, strong, lethal, loyal, and someone I’d come to depend on completely during my five trials. 

Which to pick?

I sighed. “Emma,” I said. “Valeria’s got a greater chance of holding out. Emma…” I trailed off, imagining her facing the dangers that had beset Brielle and I. Gray Mongrels, Cyclops, Lilith witches, goat men, Shoxars… no. The thought of Emma falling into their hands was terrible. Valeria at least had been training to fight since she could hold a weapon. 

Imogen’s nod was without judgment. “So be it. When you’re ready.”

The guilt I felt over having to decide prevented me from finding my center for far longer than I’d expected. I kept thinking of Valeria, of our time together, of how she’d believed in me and fought for me and nearly died for me. And now I was choosing Emma over her. 

Still, I eventually found peace and sank into my reservoir, the upper half of which was still tainted by that roiling, greasy black smoke. I punched through into the area I’d cleansed, however, and took a moment to gaze upon Muladhara, to take comfort and security from its presence before reaching out to grasp the central golden strand and from there find the invisible bond that led out to Imogen.

Hand over hand I followed it out into nothingness, right to the limit of my reservoir, and there waited, one hand on our bond like a spider monitoring its web. Was it easier this time to track its course? Perhaps. I glanced up, hoping vainly for some sight of the golden sun I’d so briefly connected with during our storming of Peruthros. If it was up there somewhere, it was completely hidden by the smoke.

My bond vibrated like a plucked violin string, and I startled, turning to gaze out into the nothingness into which it disappeared. I couldn’t grasp the physics of this place - I could sense the bond extending out into the far distance but knew as well that a wall of sorts hung invisibly before me, a wall through which I’d forced a passage to help Imogen fight her parasite.

A wall on whose far side Imogen now was.

Again, the bond vibrated, and this time I thought I saw it appear as it did so, a subtly white and luminous cord. 

“Imogen?”

There was no response. I closed my eyes and as I had one time before poured my essence into the golden strand of sunlight and allowed it to flow up along the bond to where it passed into infinity and Imogen.

The aperture opened once more, but this time a figure hovered just beyond, glowing with a soft radiance all of her own. 

Imogen, but as I’d never seen her before. 

She was nude, but her form was without explicit features. It was as if she were reduced to some spiritual, essential core so that her hair endlessly rippled about her in a white corona and her eyes burned with an inner fire so intense it was hard to meet her gaze. Her breasts and sex were merely hinted at, and I could barely make out her nose and mouth.

I widened the aperture, forcing myself to stay focused, and then Imogen floated into my reservoir, one hand touching our bond, approaching me like an alien visitation, wondrous and terrible to behold.

I fell back before her, moving toward my golden core, and there released our bond to give her access to it. I hovered in the reservoir, watching, waiting, as she drifted all the way toward the sunlight filament and there hovered before it, hair endlessly rippling, hands outstretched.

Time seemed to slow, almost stop, and I felt a pulse of power from her that was visible in the form of radiating waves of silver light shot through with an iridescent, oily sheen. Her magic and Harmiel’s, I realized, blended in such a way that I couldn’t tease them apart. 

The reservoir around me vibrated, seeming to contract and expand violently, and I felt more than understood the threat to Imogen. Not knowing what I did, I thrust out my hands and willed for it to stop, whatever it was, exerting my will blindly upon my own magic so that the throbbing slowed and then ceased.

Imogen, placid and floating still, rotated around my filament, the waves of oily energy radiating forth, until they coalesced around an invisible line, limning it in their luminous power.

My bond with Emma.

Imogen then extended her hands, pushing along the length of the cord, and I heard her call forth words of power that were indistinct and nonsensical as if she spoke far away and underwater. Her magic gathered into a bolus around the thread, momentarily throbbing, and then sped away along the bond, shot with the speed of a bullet, gone before I had time to even register its departure.

Imogen’s own glow became greatly diminished so that in comparison her spirit body now appeared almost gray. She turned to regard me, her face expressionless, but I felt something akin to a pulse of victorious elation. She returned to her own bond, followed it back up to the aperture, and then was gone.

I opened my eyes.

The interior of our donjon chamber seemed incredibly dark compared to the magical illumination I’d just witnessed with my inner eye, but even so, I saw Imogen leaning on one arm, panting for breath, her face beaded with sweat.

Her smile, however, and the gleam in her eyes behind her glasses, told me everything.

“And?” It was Brielle, leaping up from where she’d been sitting on the edge of the bed. “What happened?”

“Success,” whispered Imogen, voice hoarse. “At least, so it appears at this early stage. I can sense the pulse crossing Ghogiel toward Emma. Even now it diminishes with the distance. My only fear is that it will run out of power before reaching her, but either way, it gives us a direction in which to travel.”

“Which direction?” asked Brielle.

Imogen raised her arm and swung it to point at the wall without any hesitation. “West by northwest. I can already tell that she’s at least ten miles away, but I would guess she is much, much farther than that.”

“The Black Tower is straight south,” I said. “Even if Victor’s spiraling approach swings out to move at it indirectly, we’ll be heading in very different directions.”

We looked at each other. Brielle lowered herself to sit cross-legged beside us, forming a triangle. “We leave the crusade?”

“We have to,” I said. “Now that we know where Emma is, she’s our greatest priority.”

“Victor won’t be pleased,” said Brielle. “His ability to control the new recruits depends in large part upon your being present as the savior.”

“You saying I should leave Emma behind?”

“No,” said Brielle, voice sharp. “Of course not. I’m warning you that he won’t take it well.”

“He’ll have to deal,” I said. “And, that’s not all. We’ll be taking Neveah with us.”

Imogen ran her fingers through her bangs. “How will you prevent her from hunting him?”

“I’m not sure,” I said. “Maybe we’ll keep her bound. Maybe I’ll be able to reason with her once we’re a certain distance away. Maybe her need to kill him stems from his proximity to me - I don’t know. But there’s no way in hell that I’m leaving her behind.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen.

Brielle gave a decisive nod.

I couldn’t help but grin. “I can’t believe it. After all these weeks. The idea of finally reuniting with Emma - and maybe even Valeria if they’re together - it feels too good to be true.”

“We’re not there yet,” said Brielle. “We’ve no doubt a fair distance to travel across Ghogiel, and then we’ve no idea what situation they’re in -”

“But,” said Imogen.

“But,” continued Brielle, not letting herself be interrupted. She smiled a genuinely warm smile. “I can’t wait to see her either.”

I clapped my hands together, my spirits rising, feeling for the first time since Illington as if we were finally doing something irrevocably right. 

“There’s a chance the crusade will fall apart without you,” said Imogen.

“I - yes.” I blew out my cheeks. “But I’ll have to trust in Victor and Martha to hold things together until we get back.”

Brielle looped her arms around her knees. “You intend to return?”

“Yeah. This army is still our best bet at conquering the Black Tower, right? I don’t see any alternative.”

Nobody spoke, each of us sinking into our own thoughts for a while.

“She’s over twenty miles away,” said Imogen quietly. “And counting.”

“You’d best handle Victor carefully,” said Brielle. “We’re going to need plenty of water and supplies.”

“He won’t deny us that,” I said, but wished I could put more conviction in my voice.

“I’m sure he won’t,” said Imogen. “He has to support your decision as the savior. But Brielle’s right. We’ll have to placate him as best we can.”

“Very well.” I rubbed the base of my palm in my eye. “But that can wait till morning, right?”

“Indeed,” said Imogen with a smile. “I’m exhausted.”

I grinned, leaned forward, and scooped her up in my arms. She let out a yelp of surprise and then laughed, wrapping an arm around my neck. With less effort than I thought I’d need, I struggled up to my feet, shifted her over to one arm, then reached down to grab Brielle by the waist and haul her up too.

Brielle let out an undignified squawk of outrage and thwapped me on the chest, but Imogen’s laughter proved infectious and she started giggling as I staggered over to the bed to collapse upon it in a tangle of arms, legs, and laughter.

We wriggled and pulled ourselves apart, working our way up the bed to collapse upon the pillows, each woman on either side of me, their laughter subsiding as they rested their heads upon my shoulders. Imogen turned to curl against me, a thigh rising to drape over my legs, while Brielle lay flush against me on her back, gazing up at the sagging canopy of the four-poster bed.

For a moment we just lay there, catching our breath.

“You’ve grown stronger,” said Imogen. She reached out to trace the contour of my chest, and to my surprise, I realized I now had defined muscle across my pecs. Her hand then ghosted down my abdomen.

“Brielle, have you felt his abs?”

“Hey!” I protested, but Brielle moved her hand down as well and then without asking slid it up inside my shirt, her fingertips cool against my skin. 

“Are you flexing?” she asked me, voice skeptical.

“Am I - what? No! I’m just lying here getting tickled against my will -”

“Hmm.” Her nails were a soft whisper against my skin, her fingers tracing the lines of what was apparently my now defined abs. “Even more so than last time.”

And I suddenly remembered last time: the bed in Harthome, Brielle’s face close to mine, her hand ghosting across my stomach to move down…

I blushed and gave a sideways wriggle, so that her hand slid free. “Ah, yes, I’ve um, been working out extensively you know, crunches and, ah…”

Imogen’s eyes were closed, but she gave a dreamy smile. “No, silly. It’s simply Valeria’s influence. In time you’ll be…”

“Not too offensive to the eyes,” completed Brielle, nuzzling in closer and closing her eyes too.

“Yeah, thanks.”

After a few minutes, both of their breaths deepened with sleep. I lay there for a long time, however, gazing up at the canopy. Emma. Within a few days, perhaps, we’d find her. I couldn’t even fathom it. What would I say to her? What had she been through? How had she survived so long in Ghogiel? No doubt she’d been with Valeria. I hoped they were together. To have them with us at last. The six of us reunited. Nothing would be able to stand in our way then. 

I closed my eyes. For the first time in what felt like forever, I felt something akin to peace.

 

* * *

 

Dawn was breaking when we awoke, the room lit with a desultory light that rendered its sparse furnishings in a washed-out hue. We rose, dressed, and together descended to the great hall, speaking little as we prepared for the confrontation with Victor.

He was already awake, dressed in a clean set of clothing, thinning hair still damp from a bath, and was examining a map of what had to be the center of Ghogiel. As I approached I saw a tall, wooden marker in the map’s center, standing in what had to be the wastelands. A shiver passed through me: the Black Tower. 

Before it, someone had placed several long wooden blocks painted in black. I didn’t need to ask what they were, having seen enough movies featuring exactly these kinds of maps and deployments: an enemy army. 

Peruthros was marked by a marble bowl, sitting on the wasteland’s edge, a half dozen smaller blocks carved from pale wood arrayed before it. They were significantly smaller than the enemy army. 

“Noah,” said Victor, pacing back and forth yet with his gaze riveted on the map. “Good morning. I’m glad you’re here. We’ve much to discuss.”

Nethran was collapsed in a chair, leg hooked up over one of the arms, head propped by one hand, covered in ash and snoring lightly. Martha stood with Telea to one side, while Alexander sat in a pool of light cast by a wall sconce, a book parted over his knee. Danrath rose from a chair by the table and gave me a shallow bow.

“An army from the tower?” I asked.

“Marching our way,” said Victor, not ceasing his pacing. “Nethran received word from a band fleeing before it. We can’t speak with any accuracy as to its size and composition, but it will be easily the largest force we’ve yet faced. It seems our merry little band has finally earned some serious attention.”

Martha stepped up to the table’s edge. “Half our army is unproven. No offense, Telea. I think our wisest course of action is to remain in Peruthros and allow the enemy to dash itself against the walls. It will give us more time to train, and allow us the greatest chance to defeat our foe.”

Imogen drifted up to stand beside her, gazing intently at the map and eying the distances. “That is if the enemy arrives before we consume all of our resources. We are now several thousand strong, are we not, general? How many days can we afford to wait within the walls?”

It was Telea that spoke, her voice weary, her short blond hair pale from ash. “We’ve managed rough calculations only. If we set everyone on limited rations, we can go several weeks before stores start to run out. It’s hard to gauge the amount of water contained within the reservoir, but I would wager that would last about as long.”

Imogen pressed the tip of her finger to a spot before the enemy army, then dragged it lightly to our holdout. “And this distance is how far?”

Victor finally stood still to glower at the map. “Nethran guesses about two hundred miles.”

“If I recall correctly,” continued Imogen, her voice inexorable, “you stated that an organized army can march about ten to fifteen miles a day. That’s about two weeks before they reach our walls. We’d be nearly out of supplies by the time they arrived.”

“Not necessarily,” said Martha. “We could plan it so that our food allowed us to have a good week or more by the time they arrived -”

“Apologies,” said Imogen, cutting in. “Please don’t think me rude. But even if we then defeated our foe, we would be without supplies with which to cross the wasteland and attack the Black Tower.”

Telea frowned. “We could take whatever the enemy brought to us.”

“They would have consumed much of their stores in turn,” said Imogen. “That would be a gamble as to how much would remain.”

“A gamble, yes,” said Martha. “As opposed to the near certainty of destruction if we meet them in open battle.”

Silence befell the group. Everyone stared at the map as if it might contain hidden answers. 

“We will have to trust in the Source yet again,” said Victor at last. “We will ride forth to meet them in battle. It would be too easy for them to camp outside our walls and starve us out, or send in unknown horrors to whittle down our numbers from within. Further, the exterior wall has been breached in two locations due to the collapse into the cavern below. We’d not be able to adequately shore it up in time.”

“Victor,” began Martha, but he waved a hand and cut her off.

“No, general. My apologies. I feel this in my gut. Our army is held together by a tenuous hope. A slender faith in the righteousness of our mission. Our morale will plummet over the next few weeks if we remain here waiting for the enemy, as our people realize how little food we have. Our greatest priority is keeping our army together, and to do that we must move. We must act. We will march forth to engage the enemy, seeking advantageous terrain as we go, and trust that the Source will deliver us victory as it has before.” He turned to me. “Right Noah?”

“I’m not going,” I said, the words escaping my mouth before I could hold them back. 

Victor’s eyebrows shot up. “What?”

“We’ve located one of my companions,” I said, fighting to keep my tone even as everyone stared at me in shock. “She’s west of here. I’ll be heading out today to find her.”

Nobody moved. I saw Martha’s face go pale, Alexander rise to his feet. Victor swayed back as if hit by a strong wind, staring at me with a terrible light in the depths of his eyes.

“You jest,” he said at last, his voice a harsh whisper.

“No,” I said. God but I felt awful. I wanted the floor to crack open and swallow me. “I can’t complete my quest without my companions, and if I have a chance of recovering Emma and Valeria -”

Victor slammed his fist down on the table. “DAMN your companions!” The map pieces bounced and toppled over. “You’re going to abandon us now? Now, with an army three times our size coming to cut our throats?”

I drew myself up, heart hammering, blood roaring in my ears. “It’s not an easy choice, but it’s also no choice at all -”

“You damn us all!” Victor’s roar drowned out my attempt at a reasonable tone. He pointed at the windows. “There are thousands of men and women out there who are keeping madness and despair at bay only because you stand with us, because of what you represent, who you are! How do you think they’ll take your abandoning us before our biggest fight yet?”

“I’m not abandoning you,” I began. 

“You expect them not to see it as such? It’s all I can do to hold them together, Noah. This mass of wounded, traumatized people, to keep their horror and hatred in check, to keep them focused on reaching the Black Tower, and you, you’re my biggest fucking carrot, you’re the gleaming hope that this madness is blessed by the Source, that we’re not insane for trying the impossible. You leave, it all falls apart, and their blood will be on your hands!”

“Then hold the castle,” said Brielle, her haughty, commanding tone sliding into our argument like a cold dagger into a man’s side. “We’ll have two weeks in which to return with Emma. Don’t tell them we’ve left. Use that time to train, ration your resources, shore up the walls, and wait. We’ll be back before then.”

Victor’s shoulders were rising and falling, his hands opening and clenching as he slowly shook his head. “Amazing. All this time you’ve been content to march with us, and now, suddenly, with an army coming for us, you simply have to go. How convenient. One might accuse you of cowardice, Noah.”

“Accuse me of what you want,” I said. “Imogen was only able to locate Emma last night. We’re leaving. You can do what you like. Stay here and wait for us to return, or throw yourself at the army. It’s your responsibility. Emma is mine.”

The air between us was so frigid with tension that I almost imagined I could hear it crackle. 

Martha stepped forward, hands raised. “Brielle speaks wisdom. We cannot sally forth without Noah. We must wait for him here. We’ll do as she suggests, as I originally thought best. We’ll train, repair the walls, and keep Noah’s absence secret. And pray to the Source that he returns to us in time.”

Victor drew himself up with a sneer. “Very well. After all, you’re not my prisoner. You can leave whenever you like. But I’ll not forget this, Noah. What your decision was in our time of greatest need.”

The last of my guilt and desire to apologize melted away before a bright and searing anger. “You forget who you’re talking to, Victor.” I stepped forward so that we were face-to-face. “I’m Noah Kilmartin of Ruddock, Ohio, and I’m your fucking savior. The Source chose me, not you. The hope of the universe lies upon my shoulders, not yours. If I say I have to rescue my companion, then I speak with the authority of the Source, and that’s exactly what I’ll fucking do. You can take a flying fuck at a rolling donut if you don’t like it, but you are not my commander, you do not get to tell me what to do, and you never. Ever. Will.”

His eyes narrowed as he glared right back at me, and I don’t know what might have happened next if Brielle and Danrath hadn’t pulled me back by the shoulder. Martha did the same for Victor, and we both slowly gave way, till several yards’ space opened up between us.

“Very well, savior. You’re right. The hope of the universe does lie on your shoulders, and believe me, that gives me scant fucking comfort.” Victor’s voice shook with intensity. “We’ll wait here as Martha suggested. You’ve given me no choice. Go find your missing companion. But whatever happens next is on your head. You hear me?”

“It always has been,” I said, shrugging off Brielle’s hand. “Goodbye, Victor.”

He shook his head one last time and then turned away to stare at the map once more.

I strode from the chamber, all hopped up on adrenaline, feeling jittery and nauseous, down the stairs into the great kitchen on the first floor. Once there I walked toward an empty corner and blew out my cheeks. My hands were shaking.

Brielle, Imogen, and Danrath had followed me down, but to my surprise so had Alexander. The four of them stepped up to face me. 

“That went well,” said Brielle. 

“I’ve one question,” said Alexander, voice light with barely concealed emotion. “How does one take a ‘flying fuck at a rolling donut’? And what, pray tell, is a donut anyway?”

For a moment we all just stared at him, and then I laughed, covering my eyes as the tension broke and I sat weakly in a canvas chair. 

“Are you leaving today?” asked Danrath.

“Yes,” I said.

“If that’s the case,” said Alexander, “I’ll come and help if you’ll have me.”

I dropped my hand and sat up straighter. “You sure?”

Alexander dusted down his badly worn emerald jacket. “Yes. With Inixia’s passing, I’ve found myself… adrift, I suppose. The thought of lingering in these dark hallways for two weeks is too much to bear. I’d rather accompany you and assist in any way I can.”

Brielle crossed her arms. “And Victor? You’re one of his few surviving mages. You think he’ll approve?”

Alexander’s smile was prim. “Frankly, my dear, I don’t give a damn. Alexander D’Ambrosio is no man’s possession.”

“Then you’re welcome to ride with us,” I said. “We’re going to need mounts and enough feed and water to sustain us. Imogen, do you have a better sense as to the distance we’re going to go?”

“My tracking pulse ran out of power after about two hundred miles,” said Imogen. 

I looked from one of them to the other. “How long would it take us to ride that far?”

Brielle waggled her head slowly from one side to the other. “A small mounted company riding healthy steeds can cover about forty miles a day or so. Our horses are not in good condition, so I would guess less, say thirty miles on flat terrain. That would be mostly walking and trotting.”

“I hate trotting,” groaned Alexander. 

“So about a week to reach where my pulse died,” said Imogen. “We need only pray to the Source that she’s not much farther than that.”

“However far we have to go, we’ll go,” I said. “But yes. A week out, a week back, that sounds perfect.”

“We’ll need all the remaining horses,” said Danrath. “The Savior’s Men are down to just the nine of us. Add in feed and water…”

“Then that’s what we’ll take,” I said. “Enough to sustain us for two weeks. Just like Victor said. We’ll have to trust in the Source to see us through.”

Brielle turned to Imogen. “Did you get a sense of the land to the west? On the map, it looked like it turned mountainous.”

“Yes,” said Imogen. “Indeed. The pulse rose quickly once it passed a series of foothills. Either Emma is up amongst the peaks, or she is on the far side.”

“Great,” I said. “Just great. What are the odds that there’s nothing awful waiting for us up there amongst the mountain peaks?”

Brielle smirked. Alexander shook his head, eyebrows raised, while Imogen and Danrath simply stared at me in bemused silence.

“Just what I thought.” I sighed and stood up. “Let’s get busy, people. We’ve got two weeks.”

 


Chapter 35

 


 

We left Peruthros through the same postern gate that we’d opened for our army, a coincidence whose significance I couldn’t quite tease out. Clad in uniform ashen cloaks so as to blend in with the land, we rode out after a hastily eaten hot meal, Danrath’s men forming a circle around us so that my companions, Alexander and I were indistinct.

I’d ridden a horse a score of times growing up, in large part thanks to Michael’s parents owning a small tourism-focused farm only thirty miles away from town. Memories from my youth came flooding back, and I checked the strap that went under the horse’s belly, made sure the stirrups were the right length, checked the pillion saddle I’d requested with the padding behind it for a second ride, and then spent some time trying to get to know my mount.

She was a piebald mare, past her youth but with a fiery personality; as I began the process of bribing her with what withered fruit I could find she regarded me with a lucid gaze, seeming to take my stock even as she willingly accepted my offerings. Her breath was hot and steamy on my palm, her lips large and rubbery, and I remembered with a sad smile my old fear of getting my fingers bitten when feeding Michael’s horses.

“We’re going to be riding a ways together,” I whispered. “I’m going to do my best to take care of you, all right? What’s your name?”

“Horses can’t talk,” Brielle deadpanned from where she was working on her own mount’s saddle, but I ignored her. 

The youth who had brought her out from the ruined stables stammered and then covered his mouth. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“I, ah, excuse me, your savior, I mean, if it’s not too forward of me -”

“No, go right ahead,” I said, pulling out another shriveled little apple. It was still weird to have people be freaked out by the prospect of talking to me, but maybe not quite as weird as it had once been. 

“Her previous owner? He called her Dapple. I mean, you don’t have to call her that, but you seemed like you wanted to know, so I thought -”

“Thank you,” I said, and smiled at the youth. He beamed back nervously and stood a little straighter. “Dapple,” I said, turning back to the mare. “Hello, I’m Noah.”

When it was finally time to mount I grabbed the horn of her saddle and heaved myself up, swinging my leg over and remembering once more just how wide horses were. It felt like sitting on a barrel. She snorted and stepped backward, but a gentle tug on her reins got her to turn toward the exit from the enclosed courtyard, and soon everyone else was similarly mounted.

Danrath nudged his own black gelding over. “Ready, Noah?”

“Yes,” I said, turning to regard the others. Imogen sat astride a white palfrey with chocolate socks, while Brielle looked like a huntress born astride her black mare. Alexander was frowning dubiously down at his spirited stallion who was snorting and sidestepping, while seven more mounts at the back were loaded with water, supplies, and gear.

Danrath was gazing at me expectantly, and I realized that he was expecting a speech. So were the rest of his men, eight others who ran the gamut from a hulking giant with strawberry blond hair and one eye to a youth who couldn’t have started shaving yet but had the dead eyes of a thirty-year veteran.

I coughed into my fist and carefully turned Dapple around, Danrath’s own mount clopping back to give us room.

“We’re leaving Peruthros,” I said. “We go in search of a lost companion of mine. As the savior, I can only succeed with all five of my companions by my side. Recovering Emma will not only bring me great personal joy, but will increase the odds of our saving the universe.”

Grim nods punctuated by a few snorts from the mounts. 

“I want to thank all of you for coming. We go into danger. I don’t know whether Emma is free or held. If she’s a prisoner or lost in dangerous territory. We ride blind to her rescue but ride we must. Whatever lies before us, whatever obstacles or barriers, we’ll overcome or destroy them.”

I thought I could hear Victor echoing my words as if on some level I were channeling him as I spoke.

“So thank you. All of you. And may the Source have mercy on whatever steps in our path, because I know as sure as hellfire that we won’t.”

More nods, but now I saw eyes lit with fresh determination, and on some subtle level that I couldn’t quite understand knew that I’d fired them and invigorated them to the cause.

“Danrath? Let’s go.”

He urged his horse forward and broke into a canter as he entered the covered tunnel that led out to the avenue beyond. The rest of us fell in with him, hoods lowered over our faces, and I felt a thrill as I heard the hoofbeats echo off the buildings, as soldiers parted before us with mild curiosity, and we rode toward the gate.

At any moment I expected someone to call out my name, for our ruse to fail, but nobody did; we streamed out through the main gate and out into the ashen fields beyond. A well-worn path had been made between Peruthros and the remains of Victor’s camp, most of which had been abandoned so that it now appeared more a refugee tent city than the staging area for the crusade. Still, a few soldiers yet remained on patrol about its perimeter, with several carts not having yet been moved inside the walls. A ghost of its former self it might have been, but the camp yet held something of inestimable value.

We rode past the guards who recognized Danrath and waved him past, and then down one of the central paths that acted as a spoke radiating out from Victor’s former command tent. We clattered past it, rode on perhaps a hundred yards more, and then stopped before an unassuming tent before which a single guard lounged, halberd propped against the chair as he squinted at a bound book of some kind.

I dismounted, landing lightly before the guard, who climbed to his feet, eying me dubiously. “Savior?”

“At ease,” I said. “I’ve come for Neveah.”

“That’s, ah, not quite allowed,” said the man, moving to stand between me and the tent. “General’s orders, nobody’s to move her without his express -”

I lowered my chin and gave him the full force of my stare. “I am the savior, soldier. You might have heard of me? Within is my companion. I’ll be taking her with me now. I’d advise you not to stop me.”

The young man gulped, glanced past me at the rest of the mounted company, and then gave me a sickly smile. “Wouldn’t dream of it, sir, not in a million years.” 

And stepped aside.

I ducked my head as I entered the gloomy confines of the tent. Neveah sat cross-legged before her post, eyes closed, hands resting on her knees. Meditating, no doubt. She didn’t stir at my entrance.

“Time to go,” I said to Neveah, and her eyes snapped open. 

“Go? You’re freeing me?”

“In a manner of speaking.” I stepped forward, drawing Shard as I approached, and she rose to her feet, heavy chain rattling as it slithered from her lap to hang from the collar about her neck. 

I pushed power into Shard, causing its length to light up, and then swung it at the end of the chain’s length where it was bound to the iron spike. The blade sliced through cleanly, and the chain thumped to the floor.

“Noah -” began Neveah, voice lighting up with eagerness, but I raised my hand.

“You’re not free to go kill Victor. We’re heading out, however. Leaving Victor behind, for now. We’ve located Emma and are going to fetch her. You’re coming with.”

“Remove my collar.”

“No,” I said, picking up the heavy chain and wrapping it twice around my arm. “Not till we’re far from here. I don’t want you running off and forcing us all to chase you.”

She licked her lower lip, gauging me, and then gave a reluctant nod. “So be it.”

“Come on,” I said, nodding to the exit. “I’d like to be long gone before Victor finds out.”

She raised an imperious eyebrow. “He hasn’t approved?”

“I don’t need his approval,” I said, walking back to the tent flaps. “But I also don’t need a confrontation.”

I ducked out, and Neveah followed, raising a hand to block what had to be the bright light of day, squinting and peering through her fingers at the mounted company.

“He’s run off,” said Brielle, tone somewhere between annoyed and amused. “The guard. To warn Victor, no doubt.”

“No doubt,” I said. “Neveah, you’re going to ride behind me till we’re a safe distance away.”

Imogen slid from her mount and stepped forward as if to embrace Neveah, only to stop at the last and bow. “Sister.”

Neveah jerked her chin up. “You’re no sister of mine.”

Imogen was unperturbed. “You’re wrong. But no matter. It’s good to see you.”

“Hello Neveah,” said Brielle, tone guarded. 

Neveah frowned and made no response.

“This here is Danrath,” I said, nodding at the man. “These are his followers, known as the Savior’s Men by their insistence. Over there is Alexander, a friend and mage. We all ready?”

Imogen pulled herself back up onto her palfrey. I climbed up on Dapple, heavy chain banging against my knee and making me wince. How the heck had she handled such a heavy chain…?

Neveah didn’t need any encouragement. She leaped up behind me with that frighteningly fluid ease, swinging her long leg over the back of the pillion saddle and then taking hold of my waist with both hands with a firm grip. If she fell she was going to take me with her.

“Let’s ride,” I said, feeling a thrill at having Neveah finally free, at having a chance to escape back out into the wide open once more, at the prospect of finally heading out to find Emma. Danrath led the way, urging his mount along one of the wider paths through the camp, then out into the ashen fields.

He veered slightly so that we rode west by northwest toward the distant, hazy peaks, opening up his horse’s stride so that our horses galloped across the fields, churning up puffs of ash in our wake.

It was exhilarating. I’d never felt the like. Over twenty horses galloping together, my friends arrayed about me, hunched over their saddles and flashing grins at each other as we raced away from Peruthros, the thunder of hooves joining that of my heart, filling me with a wild sense of joy and power. No wonder young boys dreamed of being knights - if you’d placed a lance under my arm I’d have felt invincible charging any foe.

After only a minute, however, Danrath eased up on the pace, and we slowed to a canter and then to a trot. 

I didn’t feel so powerful anymore. I’d never liked trotting - it felt like being endlessly jarred by large wooden hammers from below, the shock of the saddle’s impact with my ass passing through my body over and over again till I caught Dapple’s rhythm and began rising and falling with her. I could barely tell that Neveah was behind me; she rode Dapple with effortless grace, light as a feather, only her grip on my belt telling me she was still there. 

I glanced over my shoulder. Peruthros was close enough to still loom. Smoke no longer rose in filthy lines from her interior, but she still had the haunted look of some death-bespoken ruin. 

Two weeks, I thought. I’ll be back before the enemy arrives. I swear it. 

 

* * *

 

We alternated walking and trotting the rest of the day, the featureless fields gradually giving way to rolling meadowlands. Peruthros dwindled, grew hazy, and eventually indistinct on the horizon, and I finally deemed us far enough away for Neveah to be given her own mount.

I called a break and we both dismounted. I drew Shard. Neveah stood before me, chin raised, gaze hard, defiant and collected, lethal and beautiful as a drawn blade. 

“Promise me you’re not going to head right back to kill Victor,” I said. Not really caring if she meant it or not. I was fully ready to chase after her if she tried to leave, and had given her the slowest, oldest horse from our group on purpose.

Neveah turned to regard the distant city, and for a long moment made no response. Wind moaned as it blew across the fields, a haze of ash driven before it, stirring Neveah’s long mane of now gray hair. Finally, she turned back, not bothering to pull the strands away that had blown across her face.

“I have no intention at this time,” she said.

“Good,” I said. “Now, hold still.” 

I drew Shard, bid it incandesce once more, and then slid its point up between her collar and her neck. She gazed steadily at me, betraying no anxiety or fear. 

Carefully, I turned the blade and pulled it toward me, wincing even when she didn’t as the blade cut a thin line across her skin. The metal of her collar held pulled against her neck, and then Shard cut through it. Slowly, and taking great effort, Neveah bracing herself so as to provide enough resistance to my edge.

Then, with a jerk, the blade cut all the way through. Neveah reached up, removed the collar, and cast it aside. She immediately thrust her hand up into the sky and called out a single, harsh word, a name that crashed upon us like a rolling wave of thunder. “Morghothilim!”

Shadows immediately began to coil in the air around Neveah’s hand, flickers of purple electricity shooting through them like summer lightning in the belly of distant clouds. 

I wish I could say I didn’t take a step back, that my gut didn’t clench, but - yeah. I did. I knew exactly what she was doing.

A gleaming, lacquered black scabbard appeared in her hand, easily five or six feet in length. It was still the longest sword I’d ever seen. It had a Japanese feel to it, curved like a katana, but was larger than any Japanese sword I’d ever heard of.

Neveah dropped the blade to her hip and drew the sword, thrusting the scabbard back as she pulled the hilt forward to the full extent of her reach. The blade was black with undulating purple striations down its length, and I could feel the dark power pouring forth from its curved edge in a way that I’d never been able to before.

Clearly, I was growing more sensitive to magical power.

Nobody spoke. Even the horses stood still. Neveah gazed at her blade, a single vertical line furrowing her brow, and then sighed. She flipped it around, reversing her grip, and slid it home into the scabbard with a hiss. 

I gave a sigh of relief. “Thank you.”

“For what?” she asked, dropping the loop attached to her scabbard over her head so that it hung crosswise down her back.

“For, uh, not running off or attacking us or doing anything else that would have been extremely unpleasant.” Probably not the most diplomatic thing to say, but I couldn’t help myself.

Her smile was sweet and utterly insincere. “I may be crazy, Noah Kilmartin, but I’m not insane. I agreed to journey with you across the spheres in a second attempt to kill Lilith, and shall hold to that.”

Brielle stirred on her saddle. “That and it’s currently impossible to get away from us and get back to Victor.”

Neveah looked up at her, expressionless for a beat until a cold smile curved the corner of her lips. “And that.”

“Well, great,” I said. “And I don’t care if you believe me or not, but it feels really good to have you with us again.” And god damn if it didn’t in truth. Having Neveah with her demon blade by our side once more suddenly seemed to have evened the odds against the vastness of Ghogiel.

Neveah considered me but didn’t deign to give me a response. Instead, she vaulted up atop her old gray gelding, adjusted her blade so that it hung comfortably down the side of the saddle, and then took up the reins.

“All right then,” I said, climbing up onto Dapple’s saddle with far less skill. “Let’s get to it.”

The omnipresent white clouds pushed down on us from above, an endless inversion of the pale landscape across which we rode. The cold was brutal, but riding kept us warm. Still, by the time Danrath called for our first night’s camp, I was glad; my thighs were already sore from gripping the saddle, and I dreaded how I’d feel come morning.

The Savior’s Men made camp for us with brisk efficiency in a hidden hollow that Imogen detected with her geomancy. It was sufficiently hidden that we decided to chance a fire, though we only had enough wood for it to last a short while. Still, the flickering yellow light was a welcome reprieve after the drabness of the day, and I felt its loss when it was finally allowed to die out. 

Neveah kept to herself while she ate, and only approached to ask a series of questions about the nature of our quest. Distance, upcoming terrain, what we knew about Emma’s location, and so forth. Satisfied that we knew precious little, she climbed the branches of a massive dead oak where it seemed she was going to spend the night. 

Though Danrath tried to refuse my taking watch, I insisted on being part of the lottery and drew a stick along with Alexander, who sighed dramatically and flipped his curl of hair back from his brow. “Beauty sleep requires sleep,” he said, but then flung his match over his shoulder and grinned. “Though I’ve got reserves in that department to spare.”

The camp settled down for the night. Imogen and Brielle crawled into our tent and fastened the flaps shut after wishing me fun in the cold, and I stuck out my tongue at them before sighing and turning to survey the camp. To patrol, or find a look-out spot?

Alexander had pulled his traveling cloak tightly about him and moved to stand in the lee of a dead tree, his form hidden by the length of shadow that cut the camp in two. I circled a few times and then stopped next to him, hugging myself under my cloak and desperately hoping we’d not have to fight. My fingers were sufficiently numb that I was liable to drop Shard upon drawing it.

“I always wanted to travel,” said Alexander. “Take in the sights, see the world. It was expected of a man of my rank. An educational tour of the Megrian Sea, following the growth of civilization from the Angestin Islands to the coast of Saffleur, then over to the sunny coast of Oriestelle, hop over the Dellaque Straits to the white-walled cities of Savan. Follow the coast around to ancient Graeb by the mouth of the Helliot River, then fetch up at long last by the glittering marvels of Farravasan, which the poet Kibban once called ‘the last tear to fall from the goddess’s eye.’” He sighed and scuffed the toe of his boot in the ash. “Didn’t expect to end up traipsing around Ghogiel, though.”

I snorted. “I don’t doubt it. Does your home still exist?”

Alexander sighed. “No. It was conquered over the course of three terribly violent years after the sphere of Tagimron fell. I was visiting Cartas, the capital of Oriestelle, a beautiful and ancient city where only beautiful women were allowed to be poets and wine had to be poured with the left and drunk with the right. I saw the heavens open up as if lesioned, and the hordes of Lilith descend from the sky.”

“I’m sorry,” I said.

“Don’t be. Only Lilith need apologize, and for what she’s done she can never atone. I fled Cartas once it was clear we were defeated. Took Lilith but a week to defeat the entire Collegium of Magi along with the Cartasian Winged Victories and the Poet Valkyries. We fought our way to the coast, and there were forced over the Dellaque Strait to unite with the desert shiva’s of Savan. We held off Lilith’s horde for a fortnight, and for a moment I thought we’d prevail. But treachery saw us undone. The Savanii Fatebound was murdered at the height of Lilith’s assault on our city wards, and with his death, we were defeated anew. The massacre was terrible. I fled again. That was only the first month of the invasion, but over the following three years I became quite adept at running away.”

“Three years?” I hugged myself tighter. “I… I can’t even imagine.”

“Best you don’t!” said Alexander brightly. “It was a ghastly time. Death, death, mutilation, betrayal, death, treachery, more death, and without any good food or wine to recommend the experience. I ended up with the last of the resistance on the Goddess’s Isle. We were surrounded on all sides by the heaving forces of Lilith. The High Priestess herself rose from the grave to open a portal to anywhere, everywhere, and as one we ran through it, a few thousand of us passing into eternity while those who were too late were killed as the wards came down.”

I shivered. “That’s how you ended up here in Ghogiel?”

“Yes,” he said. “The portal spewed us across the universe. I was the only one to arrive in Ghogiel, or at least, I’ve not yet found any others from my home world. I pray that they ended up in Bastion, what with the rather shoddy state of the rest of the universe. Though who knows? Perhaps they appeared in an unconquered world. I’ve heard that a few of them yet remain.”

“Like mine,” I said. 

“Like yours,” agreed Alexander. “You lucky bugger.”

“I’m sorry -”

“Oh, don’t be. That’s a patently ridiculous thing to apologize for. Good for you and your family! I don’t resent it in the least. With a little luck, you will save the universe and defeat Lilith before your home falls. All the more reason to rush.”

I nodded but had nothing to add, and for a few minutes we stood in silence, glancing around warily for some impending attack and shivering.

“Inixia,” I said. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

“Yes, well.” He looked down, then finally shrugged. “We grew close. She was fascinating, tender, a beautiful person, with a tragic past. In time perhaps - but never mind. What a heroism.” He turned to me, and I saw the gleam of tears on his cheeks. “How she sacrificed herself at the end. To bring down that wall and allow us a chance at victory. I have seen heroism in its many forms over these past few years, but ah! That moment shall forever be inscribed upon my heart as an example of humanity’s capacity for greatness.”

“Yeah,” I said, voice soft. “I never got to know her, not well, but I miss her. I wish she was here with us.”

“As do I,” said Alexander, and then chuckled. “Though she’d give me a tongue lashing for all this sentimentality. She didn’t approve of indulging in emotions, but I think she secretly enjoyed my own weakness in that department. Or else why would she spend so much time with me?”

I reached out and squeezed his shoulder, and he patted my hand in turn. 

“I’ll tell you this,” said Alexander. “In this war against Lilith, often the best thing one can hope for is a good death. That you not be turned against your friends, that you not be destroyed by disease or undone by betrayal. That your death be good and pure and quick. Inixia had such a death, and for that, I salute her.”

His words chilled me, but I nodded. “Yes,” I said, “she did.”

We stood in silence for a while longer. I gazed into the darkness, and wondered where Lizbeth was right then. If she lived or had already died. 

Alexander peered at me. “What is it?”

“Lizbeth,” I said, and couldn’t hold back a sigh. “I’m still…”

“Torn up about that? Understandable.” Alexander stared out into the darkness as well. “Though if anyone can survive out here by herself, it’s her. Did you hear how she rallied the Sacred Guard when the White Tower fell, and led them through hell to freedom?”

“No,” I said.

“She didn’t like people talking about it. But believe you me, friend Noah: Lizbeth is one very, very dangerous woman. I believe too often people underestimate the good ones, you know? They tend to admire the lone wolves, the feral people, the dark and obviously dangerous types. But if I had to put my money on someone surviving the wastes and dangers of Ghogiel, it’d be her with her magic crossbow.”

He reached out and squeezed my shoulder, and I gave him a rueful smile, hoping he was telling the truth and not simply trying to comfort me. I didn’t dare ask, however, with a nod, stepped back, and resumed my patrol.

We rode forth just before dawn the next morning and spent the day once more alternating between walking our steeds and trotting across the featureless lowlands. Every once in a while we’d pass the shattered and desiccated remnants of a copse of trees, or the ash-covered forms of a village. But we saw nothing living, saw no movement when we squinted out toward the horizon, and day by day the mountains drew closer. 

Each night I worked on my meditations, cleansing my reservoir, and made slow but constant progress. I would often check within myself for Emma or Valeria’s presence, but nothing ever appeared in mind’s eye. We were often too exhausted to do more than a half hour of training under Brielle’s stern eye, but she insisted we practice no matter how much we complained, and each dusk our blades flashed forth and rang against each other. I invited Neveah to take part, but she merely raised an eyebrow and then ignored my question. It was probably for the best. 

Travel and exhaustion abraded the last of our rough edges, and more and more Imogen, Brielle and I felt like a team, our bonds growing strong, so that we began to anticipate each other’s needs and wants, fetching food or arranging bedrolls, helping with saddles or cuddling at night without needing to ask or be asked. It only made the distance between us and Neveah all the more painfully obvious. She refused any offers of camaraderie, took proffered bowls of food or cups of water without comment, and made no small talk. My initial excitement over having her return to our band began to cool, but I couldn’t blame her. She’d spent her past few weeks chained once more while the three of us walked about freely. It was expecting too much for her to relax and warm to us, something which she had never done in the first place.

Still, despite the exhaustion, every time I felt a flicker of interest in Brielle or saw a hint of a question in her eye, I felt again that slick oiliness in my reservoir, recalled Lizbeth and Sarah and how we’d used each other, and turned away.

The rolling meadowlands turned into foothills, and Danrath picked a path around them, choosing to avoid their peaks and thus remain out of sight. The mountains reared above us, their peaks lost in the low clouds, their sides enshrouded by mist and filthy ice, their lower slopes clad in what looked like vast dead forests of pine and fir. 

It was by chance more than design that Imogen picked up on a trail passing close by one of our resting spots. She pressed her palm to the ground, concentrated, and then gazed up at me. No alarm, but rather a gleam of curiosity.

“What is it?” I asked.

“Tracks. Three people, I think, and there’s blood. They passed by a few hours ago.”

Everyone looked at me. I waited for Dapple to finish the last of the moldy straw, wiped my hand on my hip and then turned to consider the others. “Danrath, how are we doing on feed?”

“It’s going faster than I’d like,” he said. “That and it’s not healthy to just sustain them on straw. In an ideal world, they’d be getting different kinds of fodder. More vegetables, oats, what have you.”

“And water?”

We’d appointed Garrin to monitor and dispense the water; he drew out a small notebook, thumbed through its grimy pages, and frowned at his tally, face screwing up as he focused as if the numbers smelled bad. 

“Eh, well, the horses are drinking half a river between them, you know, they’re thirsty beasts, and though I think we’re roughly where we estimated we’d be, in terms of distance traveled, that is, our water levels are low, or, at any rate, lower than I’d like, though it’s possible we could ration them a bit more and ease up on the rate of, ah, what’s the term, imbibing?” He peered up at me over his notebook, brow wrinkled. “They wouldn’t like that, though.”

“Imogen? Brielle? What do you think?”

Brielle had her head cocked to one side as she braided her hair. “Are you suggesting following the tracks in the hopes of trading or raiding for more food and water?”

“Well, yeah.”

She shrugged one shoulder, long clever fingers never ceasing their weaving of her hair. “Three’s a goodly number. There might be a camp close by. I’d be curious about the blood. Perhaps they were wounded in a fight.”

“They might also know the land up ahead,” said Imogen. “I would be in favor of investigating a little further.”

Alexander flipped his forelock back. “I notice I wasn’t pressed for advice, but I shall proffer it anyways. If we do investigate, I’d urge us to remain aware of time lost while doing so. We’re on a tight deadline, after all, and cannot afford to go haring off in the wrong direction for half a day.”

“Danrath?”

Danrath rocked back on his heels, arms folded over his chest. “More fodder and water would allow us to go quicker. What time we lose we might then recover.”

“Very well. Let’s take a closer look.”

Imogen dusted off her hands, took a quick swig from her water bottle and then fastened it to her belt. A moment later she was up on her palfrey. “Whenever you’re ready.”

Imogen led us around several hills, past a bracken-filled gulley that forced us to dismount so we could lead our horses over, and then to a set of footprints that were faintly visible against the ashen ground. Danrath dismounted and knelt to examine the prints. 

“There’s not been much ash fall,” he said. “Makes it a bit harder to read. But the blood appears to be dripping from a wound, not pouring out. Two of the prints are quite deep. I’d wager they were carrying something heavy. Their footsteps often overlap, meaning they were walking single file, the third off to the side and lighter.” He sat back on his heels and sighted ahead. “Perhaps they were carrying a wounded fourth? Hard to say.”

“How hard would it be to track them?” I asked.

“Not hard,” said Danrath. “I might be able to do it from the saddle, even. Let’s give it a go.”

We rode slowly after the trail, which wound a cunning path amongst the rolling foothills, hugging the steeper sides and finally dipping into a dry riverbed to follow its winding course. 

“We’ll lose all elements of surprise if we go clopping up along those river stones,” said Danrath, turning to gaze back at me.

A haze had fallen upon the land, not quite a fog but enough to make things indistinct at a distance. “We’d be asking for an ambush if we just rode up all bunched together,” I said. “Let’s send a small scouting party ahead on foot. Imogen, Neveah, Alexander, and Danrath. You’re with me. Brielle, you’re in charge while we’re gone.”

She made a face, clearly not pleased, but then gave a grudging nod.

We dismounted, checked our weapons, then followed Danrath who made it immediately obvious that he was quite the professional when it came to skulking along dry riverbeds. He had a knack for placing his feet just right and made walking along all hunched over without looking awkward.

Compared to Neveah, however, he looked the amateur; she ghosted along without even allowing the gravel to crunch underfoot, scabbard held and angled straight behind her like a long, lacquered tail.

Imogen, Alexander and I did our level best to follow behind, but to my ears, we sounded as stealthy as a small group of untrained regular people moving through a dry riverbed. Which is to say, not at all.

Still, we followed the riverbed for perhaps half an hour, pausing at every bend to peer further up its course, clambering over the occasional rocky overhang that might once have been a waterfall, to finally fetch up against an ashen bowl that would have been a pool the size of a house long ago. A cliff reared up on its far side, the course of the waterfall clear down its front, and a narrow cavern opening apparent under the shadowed overhang.

We all gathered behind a large boulder. 

“Up top,” said Neveah. “Sentry with a bow. Looks like he’s got a bell of some kind at his waist.”

I hadn’t seen a thing. Carefully, I peered around the boulder’s sharped edged sides and squinted up till I made out the figure seated in the shadows of another large boulder. I couldn’t make out a bell, but heck, I wasn’t going to challenge Neveah on that.

“Cave’s got to be where our quarry went,” said Danrath. “No way to approach it without the sentry seeing us.”

“I could go around,” said Neveah, voice calm, quiet. “Come up behind him and disarm him.”

I rubbed at my jaw. My stubble was turning into a short beard. “If they’re potentially friendly that’ll be getting us off on the wrong foot.”

“This is Ghogiel,” said Danrath. “What are the odds they’re friendly?”

“Let’s see what I can discern,” said Imogen. “A moment.” She placed her hand upon the loose gravel of the riverbed and closed her eyes.

We waited perhaps fifteen seconds before she sighed and opened her eyes. “Interesting. The cavern system is quite extensive. The entrance is a tunnel that opens up into a low cavern. There’s a small group of men and women gathered around a table there. Several caves open off that one, and I sensed people dressing a deer or some other large animal in a side room.”

“Deer or a person?” asked Danrath, voice bitter.

“Hard to be sure,” said Imogen, taking his question seriously. “But I’d wager a deer or the like. It seemed too big for a person.”

“That would make the group we followed a hunting party,” I said.

“I also sensed the beginnings of a larger cavern further in, with what felt like several families residing there. There were children.”

I sighed. “We learned in Illington that even the followers of Lilith have kids.”

“True,” said Danrath. “And this is Ghogiel.”

Neveah swayed to one side to check on the sentry then looked to me. “I suggest we neutralize the sentry first. I can then infiltrate the cavern and see what I can learn.”

I chewed at the inside of my cheek. What to do? I peered around the rock one more time to examine the cave entrance and thought I saw colored markings on the wall beside it. Childish drawings in faded chalk. I couldn’t make out what they depicted, but the sight solidified a decision I hadn’t realized I’d already made.

“Here’s what we’re going to do,” I said. “I’m going to step out and announce us. Alexander, you get ready to raise a ward if the sentry looses an arrow. I’ll parlay with whoever comes out, and if they prove to be the enemy, well, we’ll kill them. I doubt a handful of families, no matter how evil and depraved, can prove a match to us.”

Imogen nodded. “I agree with this plan.”

“As do I,” said Alexander. “Though I am by no means a wasteland survival expert.”

Neveah shrugged and looked away. Only Danrath looked displeased, but he gave a curt nod all the same.

“All right,” I said. “Ready Alexander?”

My stomach coiled into a knot at the prospect of stepping out into view, but I took a deep breath and called out, “Hello! We mean you no harm! We’ve come in the hopes of trading for food and water!”

I heard the distant scrabble of the sentry leaping to his feet, and then the alarmed peal of his handheld bell.

“Logical,” I said, trying to remain calm. “Here I go.”

I stepped out, arms raised, to see that the sentry had nocked an arrow and had it drawn to his cheek, the point sliding over to fix on me.

“Hey,” I said, trying for a smile. “If we meant trouble we wouldn’t be shouting, would we?”

“We?” The voice was young, female. Tense but controlled. “Who else is with you?”

“A couple of friends who don’t want an arrow lodged in their behinds. Seriously. I’ll stay here, but can you lower your bow?”

“No,” called out the woman, and then a half dozen men appeared in the mouth of the cave, clustered together, shields and spears at the ready.

“Hey,” I shouted, trying for a light, convivial tone. “Good morning. My name’s Noah. I just want to talk about trading for food and water. If you’d rather I just leave, my friends and I will head out. No harm no foul.”

Their leader was a man in his thirties, his rectangular beard growing up the sides of his cheeks, his black hair shot through with a slash of white, his face hard and battered as if used by the weather as an anvil for the winds. 

Instead of answering, he called out to the sentry up top. “See anyone else, Ves?”

The young lady kept her arrow trained on me, though I could see her arms starting to tremble from the effort of keeping her bow drawn. “I might have seen movement behind the boulder behind him and to his left.”

“All right. Get down here then.”

“But I’ve got vantage -”

“You’re exposed and alone up there. Come down. Now.” There was no arguing with that tone, but I could sense Ves’ frustration as she clambered quickly down a hidden route along the face of the cliff to land lightly beside the others. 

“All right, Noah,” said the man. “If you want to deal with us plainly, have your companions step into view.”

“Sure,” I said and looked to my friends, who rose and moved to join me.

It probably helped that we didn’t look like a group of bloodthirsty savages. Alexander was grimacing as if mortified to be appearing in such torn and faded finery, while Neveah and Imogen’s lethality wasn’t immediately obvious to the eye. Only Danrath appeared to be an obvious warrior, and he was but one.

“We’ve a larger group a ways back,” I said. “We’re passing by, and picked up your hunting party’s trail. As I said, we’re happy to trade for food and water, feed for our horses if you’ve got any.”

The leader turned his head from one side to the other, as if by examining us by different angles he could discern some subtler truth about us. 

A second man, tall and with the cadaverous look of a Victorian mortician leaned in close to whisper in his ear. The silence was such though that even at this distance I could make out his words. “Our security’s based on secrecy, Martin. How are we to know they won’t go tell those killers and come back with more people?”

“You saying we should kill them?” growled Martin. 

Imogen took a step forward. “To be honest, that’s not an option. Three of our number are accomplished mages. I’m afraid any aggression on your part would be a very lethal mistake.”

The group in the cavern’s mouth tensed, and Ves drew her arrow back to her ear once more.

“I say this not to intimidate you,” said Imogen, voice almost polite. “But rather to prevent any mistakes and pass more quickly to our goal, which is to trade. I can demonstrate my power if it would help you make up your minds.”

Martin rubbed his thumb along his lower lip. “I’m not partial to bluffs, lady. Give us that demonstration then.”

“Very well,” said Imogen, and extended her hand. A ball of lightning formed in her palm, unnervingly bright in the washed out light of late morning, to crackle and dance and then spear up with a violent blast to fly high into the air and disappear from sight. 

The men and women were clearly impressed, with even Ves relaxing her draw by a few inches. 

“Shit,” said the cadaverous man. “She’s not kidding.”

“So, trade?” I tried to keep my tone cheerful. “There anything in particular you need?”

Martin studied us for a while longer, wrestling with inevitabilities, then nodded. “We’re running low on good steel. Arrowheads would be welcome, along with ax heads and knives. Medicine if you have any to spare.”

“I’m sure we can figure it out,” I said, a wave of relief passing through me. “How much food, water, and feed can you trade?”

We spent the next fifteen minutes or so hashing out the exchange, Danrath taking the lead after I quickly demonstrated that I didn’t know the relative value of the goods being discussed. We all agreed to trade a wood chopping ax, three knives and a jar of some herbal healing paste for refills of our water barrels, three day’s worth of food for our company and four bales of bedding straw that nobody was sure if the horses would eat. 

Danrath returned with Neveah to collect the goods from Brielle’s group, leaving Martin and me to stand facing each other across the rocky depression of the former lake. 

“It’s been a few months since we left our homes higher up in the valleys,” he said. “What news? We’ve only spoken with others fleeing the peaks. Not had a chance to speak with anyone else coming from the plains in some time.”

So I told him of Victor’s crusade and the fall of Peruthros, the gathering army before the Black Tower, and our hope to return in time to help Victor in the battle to come. I made no mention of our special identities.

“I wish him well,” said Martin. “And though I’m tempted to take me and mine to help this Victor in his war, I shan’t. Four years ago another such effort was made to defeat Lilith, and word came that another leader, a Jondar or the like, was gathering good folk to assault the tower. Half our young men left to help this crusade and we never heard from them again. I can only guess that their effort failed and that our sons and brothers fell in battle.”

“I understand,” I said. “You’ll get no judgment from me. But Victor’s force is several thousand strong, and he’s but a hundred miles from the Black Tower itself. If there’s any chance to defeat the enemy and reclaim Ghogiel, turn it back to Chokmah, then I for one will help him in any way I can.”

Martin bowed his head. “And I’ll thank you for your victory when it happens. Until then, I remain skeptical. Chokmah is a dream that was torn from our hearts by Lilith’s endless horde. I don’t believe we’ll see it again, not in our lifetimes.”

I nodded. “Fair enough. But you can’t fault us for trying.”

“No, I don’t.” His voice was heavy with regret and melancholy. “I wish you well, and may the Source bless your endeavors.”

Imogen bestirred herself. “You spoke of killers. Feared we would report you to them.”

“Aye,” said Martin, slipping his thumbs behind his belt and leaning back on his heels. “They’re the ones who drove us down from our village a few months back. Marauders operating out of the old plinth temple high up in the crags, led by a fell warrior clad in all-black plate armor. They’re drawing on the plinth’s power, no doubt, but raiding and enslaving those few who had survived till now for food and pleasure.”

“I’m sorry to hear that,” I said. “What can you tell me of them? We’re headed into the mountains. Any information would be most welcome.”

Martin sighed. “They’re Lilith’s brood. What else need you know? I’d guess their numbers to be… what? Forty, fifty strong? Most of them recruited from our own folk during the early days, corrupted and given a taste for pain and power. But there’s a couple of Hexenmagi amongst them that remain within the plinth temple itself. Word was that strange lights could be seen above it at night, the very sky lighting up with undulating sheets of unnatural green and blue. Can’t speak as to what it might mean.”

“And their numbers are growing,” added Ves, who’d remained standing to one side, bow lowered, arrow in her other hand. “Remember what the group fleeing Peak’s Edge told us? They’ve grown bolder in their raids, ranging further afield. Interrogating folks about where some supposed plinth wardens may have gone to ground. Led by a dark paladin all done up in black armor.”

“Aye,” said Martin. “Nothing good will come from heading up there. If you were wise you’d turn and return to your friends in Peruthros.”

“We’ve no choice in the matter,” I said. “But thank you for your warning.”

Danrath and Neveah returned with a couple of the horses, our trade goods slung over the empty barrels, and we effected the exchange by leaving the goods in the center of the bowl and retreating so that Martin’s people could move forward, claim them, and leave their goods in return. These Danrath and Alexander fetched, and soon we were back at our respective sides.

“May the Source favor you,” said Martin. “And please. Don’t reveal our location. Our lives depend on it.”

“I’ll keep it secret,” I said. “Thank you for your trust. May the Source shelter and bless you.”

We returned with the goods over our shoulders to where Brielle waited impatiently and there strapped our new possessions to the rest of the mounts. Danrath was impatient to make up for lost time, so we rode at a canter through the last of the foothills, which had begun to change into the lower slopes of the mountains proper when he called for camp.

We didn’t have enough cover to risk a fire, so ate our food cold, huddled together in tight knots at the bottom of a wide ravine, our mounts hobbled close by. As I spooned my cold gruel into my mouth, I pondered Martin’s revelations. A plinth temple. Wardens gone to ground. Hexenmagi tapping Chokmah’s old power, while raiders combed the peaks for food, survivors, and knowledge.

It couldn’t be a coincidence that Emma was up there somewhere. That she’d remained these many weeks in such a dangerous area. I ate mechanically, shivering in the cold, turning every now and again to sight up the perilous slopes to the cloud-shrouded mountain tops. Wherever she was, we’d find her. 

And anyone who stood in our way would suffer the consequences.

 


Chapter 36

 


 

The mountain rose abruptly before us, seeming to surge up from the raw earth as if thrust through the crust of Ghogiel by titanic forces. The gently climbing foothills suddenly foundered against the steep slopes of the first mountains, which rose vertiginously before us to lose their heights amongst the clouds. 

Danrath led the way around their base, our progress defeated by what looked like cliffs of basalt and obsidian. High above us, I could make out the first trees of the mighty forests that clung to the more oblique slopes, but for now, our way was stymied.

It was toward the end of the sixth day that we found the head of a chasm-like valley, its densely verdant sides wreathed in fog so that if you squinted just right you could almost convince yourself that those bushes and gnarled trees yet lived. The valley was eerily silent, without birdsong or any movement in the undergrowth, an absence of sound that was made all the more impactful by finally coming across thick forest. 

We followed a silver stream along the valley floor, our mounts’ ever step crashing dead grass into flakes. I had a fleeting hope that we might restore our barrels from the stream, but one sniff and our horses turned away from the mercurial waters. 

On we pressed, rising gradually as we plunged deeper between what might have been two mountains or a single mountain’s cleft heart. The valley walls were so close together that you could have thrown a rock from one side and hit the other. We traveled single file, Imogen dismounting occasionally to check on the land before us, discovering halfway in an abandoned lodge that even a cursory search proved was devoid of anything worth salvageable. 

We finally found a trail that rose precipitously at the back of the valley where it narrowed to little more than a cleft, the origins of the stream proving a delicate waterfall that fell from such a height that its water separated into a cloud of drops, falling like a mist into a goblet pool whose opaque, metallic surface made of its silvered nature a literal and not metaphorical truth.

The path was a series of steep switchbacks, rising higher and higher along the valley wall, weaving its way between dead trees that yet stood, sheltered from the winds that might have toppled them by the valley itself. Higher we climbed, the air growing thin, the afternoon light dimming toward dusk, and I was starting to fear that we’d have to camp on the trail between our horses’ legs when we reached a broad ledge that extended under a sheltering overhang.

Imogen dismounted and pressed her palm to the ground, then nodded. “A good location. I sense no life close by, and there’s a chimney hidden around a fold in the rock beneath the overhang. This was once used as a way station by travelers, long ago.”

And so it proved. An old cache of wood so dry it nearly crumbled to the touch was hidden beside the chimney, a construction of rude bricks laid with powdery cement within a natural chute in the rock that extended up into the overhang and no doubt emerged far above us on the mountain slope.

Glad for a reprieve from the cold, Danrath set to building the fire as we dismounted and tended our horses. I’d learned over the past few days how to do so; how to curry their hides, check their hooves for damage, and a dozen other small tasks that ensured Dapple’s health as we traveled higher into the mountains. 

We hobbled the horses close together at the back of the overhang where they took up nearly half the covered space, and then the rest of us clustered by the fireplace, watching with avaricious eyes as the soup was heated and a medley of old roots, beef jerky, and precious spices was dumped in the pot. Soon the aroma had my mouth flooded with spit, and when I was finally handed a bowl and sat with my back to the warmed chimney’s side, I felt like I was in heaven.

There was little talk. The horses shifted and filled the air with their presence, and the fire crackled as we consumed all of the cached reserves in an excess of desire for light and warmth. One of the Savior’s Men - the dead-eyed boy who never spoke - drew out a small flute, and played a wandering tune, wistful and ethereal, which seemed perfectly apt for our location and outlook. 

I moved to the overhang’s edge, Shard belted at my waist and stared out over the narrow canyon below. It was hidden by the mist, but I thought I could hear the waterfall far off to my left, a whispering sigh in the night air. 

We weren’t high enough that I could make out the lights of Peruthros, which had to be a little under two hundred miles away in the east, but still, I stared, straining to catch some sight of the capital. It was lost to Ghogiel’s haze, however, and finally I settled for simply staring out at nothing, wishing I could be vouchsafed a glimpse of the stars, of the moon, of the night sky I’d not seen ever since arriving in this damned sphere. Finally, I closed my eyes and reached for Valeria or Emma - and was rewarded by the faintest hint of golden light, far above us and away.

Emma.

The sensation lit me up so that I grinned out at the vast nothingness, suddenly on fire with hope and excitement. How close was she? I couldn’t tell - easily dozens upon dozens of miles away, up the precipitous slopes of the mountains - but at long last, after all these long weeks, we were close.

Brielle stepped up alongside me. “What is it?”

“Emma.” I beamed at her, forgetting our differences and complications. “I can sense her, way up there, but alive.”

“Valeria?”

I shook my head. “Nothing yet.”

“I’m sure we’ll find them both soon,” she said, and it felt weird to have Brielle of all people sounding like she was trying to reassure me. “Emma might be able to tell us something of Valeria’s location.”

“She will,” I said, nodding my head and willing it to be so. “And if not, we’ll just keep on hunting.”

For a spell we stood in silence, and then Brielle nodded out at the dark landscape before us. “Your homeworld. Is it like this?”

“Some parts,” I said. “But without these awful clouds. Where I come from, some nights are so painfully clear that you can see a thousand stars. I always took them for granted. I’d settle for just Venus or the Dog Star at this point.”

Brielle hugged herself as a cold wind laved the mountainside. “We’ve two moons where I come from. One so large that when she flies full she seems to take up a quarter of the sky. The second small, so that you can blot her out with an outstretched hand.”

“Two moons?” I tried to envision it. “That’s got to wreak havoc with your tides.”

She smiled. “I’m no navigator. But yes. Travel by sea can be treacherous to the inexperienced. By river as well. Twice a month the ocean water flowed up the Goldwater, presaged by a wave ten feet tall that diminished only a mile inland. Twice a year there would be what we called a king tide, and that wave would rise to sixteen feet; we’d organize festivals around it, each which would culminate in a competition to see who could ride the wave the farthest inland. My brother - Hawke, whom you met commanding one of Bastion’s armies? He won every competition in which he entered, almost beating the record set by the Silver Hand herself nearly two centuries ago.”

“And you?” I asked. “Did you ever compete?”

“No,” said Brielle, looking away. “As daughters, we weren’t allowed to do more than watch from the royal stands. Though my sister once entered as an anonymous knight, her board painted black, her face hidden behind a supplicant’s mask. She did well. Beat Hawke, that year, though when her identity was discovered her victory was taken from her and the trophy given to my brother.”

And suddenly I felt like I’d wandered out on treacherous ice. “Your older sister?”

“Yes.” Brielle continued gazing away into the darkness. A lonesome moan started up from the valley below as the wind blew on and on, a moan that caused the trees about and below us to rustle as they swayed, creaking ominously but never breaking.

I thought she was going to add nothing further when she spoke. “Alessandra. She was five years older than me. Everything my mother wanted in a daughter. Brave, outspoken, charismatic, gifted with magic…” Brielle shook her head, as if in wonder. “Everyone either wanted to be her friend or was helplessly in love with her. Or so it seemed. It was as if a ray of sunshine shone down on her alone, wherever she went.”

I decided to stay quiet.

“I loved her, too.” Almost an admission. “But I was jealous. More so as I grew older. Being the third born I was given little attention, and what little I was given I earned by breaking the rules or upsetting my mother.” She sighed. “Not the wisest way to earn a distant mother’s love.”

“I heard that your father left as a companion when you were young,” I said, prompting her gently.

She pursed her lips, seeming to mull it over, then nodded. “Yes. I must have been two or so when he left. I’ve no memories of him other than vague images. A sensation of being thrown up into the air and being caught. A sense of being loved. But.” She shrugged one shoulder. “These days I don’t know if those are real memories, or memories I’ve created by trying to recall them so much over the years.”

“And your mother never remarried?”

“No,” said Brielle, looking down. “She never lost hope that my father would return.”

That had to be hard, I almost said, then bit the words back. Brielle might take them as patronizing. “I’m sorry.”

She shot me an annoyed glance. “For what?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It just seemed like the right thing to say? Please don’t push me off the cliff.”

She held my gaze for a moment then smirked. “Fine. Just because you asked nicely.”

“How did your sister die?”

Brielle froze, and I immediately regretted the question. It had just leaped out, as if by its own volition. She inhaled slowly through her nose, lips pursed once more, then crossed her arms and turned away. “She killed herself.”

“Oh shit,” I said. “Brielle, I’m so sorry.” Then I winced. That one had come out automatically.

But Brielle didn’t seem to care. “That’s how I understand it, anyway. She knew what she was doing but sacrificed herself for us all.”

I waited. The wind plucked at our clothing. I could hear the murmur of voices behind us by the chimney, the clop of a horse setting down its hoof on stone. Nobody came to join us. I’m sure they sensed something and stayed away.

“A portal was beginning to open to our world,” said Brielle, voice soft. “Nobody knew from where, but obviously now it was Lilith. The Wandering Magus was gone, as he so often was by then, and our mages did their best to identify the portal, seek to understand where it came from, and how it could possibly be so big. It would have been large enough when it opened for entire cities to pass through.”

Brielle sighed. “I’ve no desire to tell you a thrilling story. She sacrificed herself by entering the portal, using magics far advanced beyond what she should know. She did this from within her bedroom in the palace. Later it was speculated by our magi that she somehow connected to the portal through her sanctum, or reservoir as Imogen so prosaically calls it. Either way. She entered, and sacrificed herself to close it, buying our world precious time to mount new defenses to stave off further attacks.”

Brielle shook her head. “The only thing worse than being jealous of a hero is to be jealous of a martyr. You can’t imagine how good it is for your self-esteem to resent a sister who gave her life for you and everyone else. How… mean, and small, and petty it makes you feel.”

I stood as if frozen. One wrong word, one wrong move, and I knew I’d lose her, drive her away from me. And knowing Brielle, it would take months to regain her trust. So I just watched her, listening, waiting.

She sighed. “I don’t even know why I’m telling you all this. I guess… I guess seeing you out here, staring out at nothing… it reminded me of myself. At home, in the palace, looking out my windows at a future that promised nothing but always standing in my sister’s shadow.”

“Well, I’m not sure that’s true,” I said. “I mean, you’re a companion like your father was. You’re helping me save the universe. Your sister -”

“Would have done a far better job of it than I have or ever will,” snapped Brielle, spinning to face me. “Where I’m petulant and - and stupid and short-sighted and caught up in my own idiotic insecurities, she’d have - I don’t know, solved all our problems in half the time, effortlessly, and probably conquered the Black Tower by now.”

The air between us fairly crackled with tension. I made sure not to look away from her fierce gaze.

Very slowly, very carefully, I said: “I don’t think you’re being fair to yourself. Or your sister.”

“What would you know?” But it was said without animus as she turned away again. “You never knew Alessandra. You’ve only known me. You can’t judge.”

Instinct guided me. I turned to face her fully. Became painfully aware of how little space there was between us. The fact that we were standing a ways down the path, out of sight from the others.

“You’re wrong. I can judge.” My voice was little more than a whisper as I held her gaze. I was going to say more, but words only got me in trouble with Brielle. Words only triggered her, enraged her, made things endlessly complicated.

No. 

This wasn’t the time for words.

Her smoky gray eyes narrowed and she took a step back.

I moved forward. The cliff face was right behind her. Another step and her back was pressed against it.

“Noah,” she whispered, raising a hand to press it against my chest. “What are…?”

I leaned in and kissed her. Hard. She stood still as if in shock for a moment, and then I heard her moan the slightest sound, and she kissed me back, tentatively at first, and then with a hunger all of her own.

My hand was in her fiery hair, cupping her head, my body against her own, my other hand dropping to the swell of her hip. I lost myself in our kiss, our tongues touching, flickering over each other, her mouth opening wider, her need as sudden and violent as mine.

My hand curled around her hip to grab her ass and pull her against my straining cock. She hitched her leg up and thrust her sex against me, so that we ground into each other through our clothing, her moans driving me wild as I sought to devour her, consume her.

I pulled back suddenly, wanting to see her, to gaze upon her face, to make eye contact. She blinked, confused, and then was transfixed by the heat in my gaze. Her chest was rising and falling rapidly, her lips parted, and then I moved back in, slowly, hand between her legs, rubbing up and down with agonizing slowness, my face but inches from her own as I stared deep into her gray eyes, wanting to see her need, her desire.

She bit her lower lip as I rubbed her pussy, and even in the night darkness I could sense her blushing, could feel her trying to control herself, restrain her desire. 

What was it about her that drove me so wild? She was gorgeous, sure, drop-dead beautiful with her flaming mane and perfect figure, but it was more. Her defiance. Her arrogance. Her pain. Her insecurity so deeply wrapped up with her disdain of others. 

I slipped my hand under her pants, cupped her sex, could feel how her pussy lips had grown swollen, the dampness between her slit. 

She groaned again and looked away, eyes closing, but I took her chin with my other hand and pulled her face back around.

“Tell me you want it,” I said.

Outrage. She went to snap at me but I slid a finger inside her, two, and her whole body stiffened as she gasped. I watched her fight her pride as I finger fucked her, slowly working my way in and out, curling my fingers up to press against her g-spot each time I withdrew, over and over and then - stopped.

“Tell me you want it,” I said again.

“Fuck you, Noah Kilmartin,” she hissed. 

“Exactly,” I grinned. “But you’ve got to beg.”

“Never,” she said, eyes flashing, and then she shuddered as I slid both fingers inside once more and rubbed the base of my thumb over her clit.

“Sure about that?” I lowered myself to my knees, dragging her leggings down and right off one foot, then looped her knee over my shoulder so that her pussy was right before my face, its scent musky in the cold air, the warmth of her toned thigh against my ear.

Fuck but she was so hot.

I leaned in, fingers still inside her, and began to lick at her lips, tracing their length up and down, teasing her clit each time I reached it, not spending nearly enough time there, knowing she wanted more, holding back.

Fingers sliding in and out. 

She pushed her hips forward, groaned as I continued to torture her, taste her, and then I finally began to swirl my tongue around her clit, round and round, finger fucking her faster, her juices running down over my knuckles, her taste exquisite.

“Noah,” she breathed, hands going down to my hair. “Oh, Noah.”

I could sense her climax coming, could feel her need - and then stopped again, pulling back to look up at her once more.

“Tell me.”

Her moan was half desperation, half fury. “Damn you -”

I leaned forward and licked her from the base of her cunt to the very top, letting my tongue sink in between her folds, taking my time, and then leaned back again. “Tell me. Tell me you need it.”

“I…” She wavered, hand pressed against her brow, her whole body shaking. “Damn you, I need it.”

“Good,” I said, sliding my fingers in again to massage her in the way I’d come to know she loved. “Tell me to lick your cunt.”

Her other hand tightened into a fist in my hair, painfully so, but I didn’t stop grinning even as she glared at me.

And all the while I kept finger fucking her.

Brielle’s body betrayed her. She kept rocking back and forth, her juices running down the back of my hand now.

“Fuck you,” she groaned, closing her eyes, and I knew I’d won. “Lick me. Lick my cunt, Noah. Do it. Now.”

I obliged, and it took only moments for her to reach a thunderous orgasm, her whole body shaking as her knees weakened. She clasped a hand over her mouth, trying to stifle her cries, and only half succeeded.

I took one last lick of her cunt and rose to my feet, loosening my drawstrings and allowing my pants to drop around my ankles. I still had her knee hiked up, now over my arm, and as she shook and gasped I leaned in and whispered into her ear, “Ready?”

“I - what - no, wait -”

And I slid into her, deep into her hot silken perfection, her pussy clamping down hard around my cock, and she leaned her head back, eyes closing, and gasped: “Oh…. Yes.”

I felt energized, empowered, unstoppable. I wanted her naked, I wanted her body bared before me, to suck on her tits, to watch the sweat bead across her perfect skin - but this would have to suffice. 

I leaned down and kissed her neck, licked it up to her ear, and began to slowly thrust in and out. Inexorable, like a machine, unyielding, my cock was hard as rebar. She clung to me as if shipwrecked and I was her only chance of avoiding drowning, moving in rhythm with my thrusts, her pussy sweet heaven, her natural athleticism allowing her to move and compliment my pounding with perfect ease. 

I growled deep in my throat as I fucked her, all the complications, the insults, the misunderstandings, the complexities falling away as we were reduced to this: our bond, our union, our connection, the unending lust I felt for her, that her very disdain had only served to fan to ever greater heights.

“Beg me,” I growled into her ear. “Beg me to keep fucking you or I’m gone.”

“Fuck me,” she moaned, and the naked need in her voice somehow aroused me even more. “Oh fuck, Noah, like that. Like that. Harder. Fuck me harder. Yes. Yes. Yes.”

I was slamming into her, Brielle’s whole body shaking each time I drove home, her pussy so tight I knew I was about to come, could feel my orgasm coming upon me like some massive thundercloud, a lightning bolt on the verge of blasting forth, a thunderous cataclysm that would lay waste to us both. I leaned back, held her now by both hips, and we locked eyes as I jackhammered harder and faster into her cunt until I couldn’t hold back any longer.

A cry tore itself from my throat as I came deep inside her, a convulsive supernova that made me see white as I thrust home as deep as I could go, buried my shaft all the way in, and felt more than heard her cum a moment later, her pussy clenching my throbbing cock like a fist. 

I fell into her, hunched over as I thrust a few more times, her arms around me, head on my shoulder, and we clung to each other as we rode out the storm, the wave of chemicals that flooded our systems. She continued to come, smaller contractions each time, until finally, after what felt like an eternity, I took a deep ragged breath and pulled back.

“Fuck,” I said.

She pulled a crimson lock away from her sweaty brow and gave me a wry smile. “Fuck is right. Where the hell did that come from?”

I was still inside her, still luxuriating in her wet heat. I slowly rocked my hips from side to side. “It’s what I’ve been wanting to do since I met you.”

She snorted. “You don’t think I know? That much has been obvious.”

I grinned slyly. “So, what are you saying? You’ve been stringing me along?”

Brielle reached out to trace the line of my chin then dropped her finger to my chest. “I haven’t had to do anything, Noah. It’s been effortless. The one thing I can do with complete ease.”

I snorted. “You know, I’d get offended if it weren’t true. But it’s not the one thing.”

Her languid smile faded away. “Let me be the judge of my own abilities.”

“C’mon, Brielle. I thought I told you already. You’re so much more than that. You can’t believe you’re only good at - whatever this is.”

“No, of course, I don’t think that,” she said, voice cutting. “Relative to our group, I’m an exemplar. I’m speaking of -” And she cut herself off and looked away.

I withdrew, pulling free with regret. “Hey. Seriously, I don’t think you want to hear this. But I’ll say it anyway. It’s possible for a family to have two heroes in it. Possible for your sister to have died a hero, and for you to be a hero as well. I mean, heroism isn’t a competition, you know? She did something amazing, sure. She saved your world. You? You’re working at saving the whole damn universe. I’m not saying it’s better, or that you’re better, just - just that it’s different. And maybe you don’t have to compete with her anymore.”

“Of course I’m not competing with her,” snapped Brielle, reaching down angrily to tug up her leggings. “She’s dead. You can’t compete with someone who led a perfect life and died a perfect death and is revered by everyone to the point that nobody even remembers who she was, just what she did.”

I felt my own flare of anger as I got dressed. “Do you remember who she was, Brielle? Doesn’t sound like it to me. You’re painting this picture of this impossibly perfect human being, and telling me what she did, not who she was. You sure you’re not making the same mistake, but just from the other side?”

She froze, eyes narrowing, and I realized I’d gone too far. Or that maybe there’d never been a good way out of this conversation. 

“You’re one to talk, Noah Kilmartin,” she said, voice soft and lethal. “At least I think about my dead sister. At least I’m willing to talk about her. You? I’ve not heard you mention your dead best friend Michael more than once. Oh, wait. That’s right. You deliberately chose to forget him so that you could pursue Emma. I believe that makes you the world’s worst friend and a hypocrite. Good night.”

And she strode past me and back under the overhang, leaving me stunned, my blood running cold as I stared out unseeing into the void beyond the cliff face.

Oh shit, a voice whispered from the depths of my mind. She fucking nailed you on that one. 

Michael. 

I summoned his face to my mind. His black hair that always looked tousled no matter what he did to it. His green eyes, his calm, knowing smile, the sense of solidity that he exuded as if he’d seen it all, done it all, and nothing could phase him ever again. His deep laugh, how he’d only ever lose his cool playing video games, and how we built our friendship when we were little over his insistence on trying to beat me at Street Fighter II over summer break until winning with Blanca one Sunday afternoon and making so much fun of me thereafter I threw my first punch ever and we’d fought and then felt like idiots and gone to my kitchen to eat a whole tub of ice cream and declare ourselves what everyone had already known: the best of friends.

And like that, a wallop of pain hit me upside the head and a deep gulp of a cry tried to force itself up from within me. My shoulders shook and I bit it back. Michael showing me his second-hand motorbike that he’d bought with all his savings the year before, a World War II relic he’d gotten cheap from an army surplus guy and spent all year fixing up, only to die on it a few months later in that stupid accident. The endless nights we’d spent at Denny’s or bowling alleys or sitting in one of our parents’ borrowed car in the Walmart parking lot, talking about movies and games and girls and books and the future and where we’d be in ten years and how rich we were going to get and which big city we were going to move to.

Fuck.

Fuck.

Brielle was right. I’d pushed almost a decade’s worth of friendship deep, deep down so that I could be there for Emma, had cut a piece of myself clean off and buried it with my friend, not wanting to deal, preferring to instead focus completely on something else to skip out on the pain.

Pain that hadn’t gone away. 

Pain that came trembling and shaking and gouging its way up from my core to make my eyes sting and my breath come in gasps.

I balled my hands into tight fists and turned my back to the others and closed my eyes. I couldn’t break down here. Couldn’t lose my shit before everyone. No. Please. Come to me. Save me. Help me before I fall apart.

And those great bronze eyes opened above the horizon of my soul, blank and pitiless and in their sight my pain and regret withered and my mind stilled, my emotions grew numb and I dove down into my reservoir, my sanctum as Brielle had called it, and there plunged down to Muladhara which I connected with, opened, and then lost myself in its ineffable wave of comfort and security, for how long I knew not.

 

* * *

 

We woke early and resumed our climb, leading our horses up single file along the switchbacks. I kept to myself, my emotions flat, my thoughts inconstant. The enforced solitude of our climb was a welcome one, and it was almost with regret that I saw the trail broaden into a small alpine meadow that hugged the mountainside, a winding, irregularly shaped flat area that narrowed and rose in cascading platforms so that we spent more time finding a means for our horses to ascend than actually progressing.

Still, it was the first time I’d seen any living vegetation in Ghogiel, and the sight was made indescribably beautiful for it. The grass was sparse and knee-high but covered in bright blue flowers that swayed gaily in the mountain breeze. Stunted little pine trees hunched here and there like crouching gnomes, and actual living birds flitted across the sky, though admittedly they were few in number.

We fanned out and stopped at the sight. Nobody spoke. It was like being gifted a vision from another world.

Alexander released his horse’s reins and stumbled forward to drop to his knees and plunge his hand into the sparse topsoil. He closed his eyes, and a green glow grew between his fingers. A moment later the grass twisted around his forearm, rising up to encompass his shoulder. A faint ripple spread out across the meadow as if a wind had blown from Alexander’s spot in all directions, and then all stilled and was normal once more.

“Ah,” he breathed, and in that sound was relief and pain and emotions more poignant than I could define. “It’s been so long.”

Tears were running down his face when he finally extricated himself, the grass releasing him to resume its normal height. He turned to us all, unabashed, and smiled. “Life’s hold here is tenuous, but it’s holding on nonetheless. I’d not thought to see a sight so beautiful in all of Ghogiel.”

I led my mount forward. “Can you sense what lies ahead?”

Alexander wiped his tears away with the cuff of his sleeve. “Dimly, though not in the manner you mean. It’s no replacement for geomancy. Rather, I can sense the extent of the mingled root system, see with my eye how life is networked across the meadow, from the ancient trees to the sleeping plants awaiting more sun. I received a faint echo of life extending further along the meadows here, and wrapping around the mountainside.”

“Then let’s continue,” I said, pausing to squeeze his shoulder in a manner I realized only later resembled Victor’s. 

We rode our mounts across each stretch of narrow meadow only to dismount and help them climb to the next plateau, riding and dismounting for most of the morning until the peaks closed in and we were forced to scramble up a rocky and very steep path along the bottom of what might have been a ravine. This became another trail that hugged the cliff face by around midday, and once more we led our mounts single file till we reached another overhang where we had lunch.

Brielle avoided me, and I was glad. Imogen and I ate with Alexander, who was only too happy to monologue about the nature of the greenery around us, personifying trees and algae with delightful irreverence. 

We continued into the afternoon of our seventh day, and the mood became somber despite the harsh beauty around us. All were aware that we were passing the halfway point, and that each step further would prove a delay in returning to Peruthros on time. It was almost with relief that I followed Danrath out onto another pocket meadow and stopped, blocking the others behind me on the narrow trail at the sight of three men crouched beside a rude fire built against the mountainside.

They rose warily to their feet, eyes narrowed. I immediately took a dislike to them. Dressed in greasy furs and stitched together castoffs, their faces were carefully blank even as their eyes darted from side to side, gauging our possible strength. Curved blades hung at their hips, and bows and quivers were laid alongside them on the grass.

Danrath walked forward, hands raised to announce our peaceful intentions. “Hail! We’re travelers from afar. We mean you no harm.”

I followed, making room for Imogen to step off the trail behind me. The three were growing increasingly nervous as they saw the extent of our numbers. One of them snatched up his bow and nocked an arrow, while the second whispered a command to the third who grabbed his pack, slung it over his shoulder, and took off at a sprint toward the meadow’s far end.

“Easy,” said Danrath again. “There’s no need for trouble. We’re just passing through.”

“And to where might you be passing?” asked the second man, his features so commonplace that my eye would have passed over him if he’d been seated at a bar without even registering his presence. “If you don’t mind my asking.”

I pitched my voice to carry. “Less where we’re heading and more what we’re leaving behind. It’s all gone to shit in the plains. We’re looking for a safe place to rest and start fresh.”

More of our number spilled out onto the pocket meadow, and the man sneered. “Don’t look like no settling party to me. Where’s your women and children? Your carts and goods? You’s look more like raiders.”

“And how would you know what those look like?” I asked, voice growing hard. “Got experience with them?”

The man hawked and spat. “We’ll be excusing ourselves now if you don’t mind. Good day to you all.” And he took up his bow, nodded to his friend, and began to back away in the direction the third had taken.

I frowned. I’d no reason to stop them. No proof that they were with the enemy. And even if my suspicions were correct and they were Lilith’s men, could I kill them on that suspicion alone? 

The words came to me in a flash.

“Swear you serve the Source and spit on Lilith’s name, and you’ll be free to go.”

Both men froze, eyes going wide, and in that hesitation, I had my answer. I drew Shard and in that same upsweep fed a pulse of power into its length so that a flare of golden light flashed across the meadow and cut both men in half. 

They collapsed in a spray of gore, not even having time to croak.

Danrath regarded me with wide eyes. “Noah…”

“No sense in fighting them later,” I said. “Send your three best men after that third.”

Danrath nodded, called out his command, and three of the Saviors pounded forth across the meadow, their horses’ hooves throwing up clods of dirt and grass. In a flash, they were past the campfire, past the bodies, and then slowed to round the meadow’s far corner and ride out of sight around the mountain’s flank.

“He will have climbed out of sight the moment he made that turn,” said Imogen. “Come, I’ll try to flush him out.” And she mounted her palfrey and rode after the first three. In short order, our entire company was after her, Dapple only a dozen yards behind Imogen, who slowed as well as the meadow narrowed and turned. She walked her horse out onto a broad, uneven trail, and when I came up behind her I saw our three men trotting carefully in the distance, peering in every direction.

Imogen dismounted and pressed her hand to the sheer mountain wall. A moment later she snapped her eyes open and pointed straight up. “There,” she said. “He’s climbed up to a narrow stairway cut into the rock and making for a meadow above us.”

“Shit.” I visored my eyes with my hand and craned my head back. His movement gave him away. How he’d scaled the first fifteen yards of near sheer rock I’d no idea, but he was easily some thirty yards above us and going fast, climbing on all fours up a near vertical seam in the rock in which handholds had been carved.

“Can you reach him with levenbolt?” I asked Imogen.

“Let’s find out.” She placed both hands together, inhaled deeply, then pushed her palms out, the tips of her thumbs and forefingers touching. From the space between her hands, a ball of lightning sizzled into existence, and then zipped out, extending in an erratic bolt as thin as a pencil whose head crawled up the mountainside with terrific speed. 

It was so bright and the late morning light so bleak that it was hard to follow the levenbolt’s passage; I squinted as it surged higher and higher, rising in seconds to where the man climbed some forty yards above us now. 

His cry of pain echoed down to us, and then Imogen’s levenbolt ended as abruptly as it began. I waited, heart in my mouth, half expecting the man to fall, but he didn’t. Instead, he writhed for a bit, clutching at his leg, and then with dogged determination began to climb once more.

“He’s too far above us,” said Imogen, her words clipped with anger. “I hurt him, but no more.”

“Damn it.” What I wouldn’t do for Inixia’s power of flight! In desperation I closed my eyes and fumbled for Manipura, the third sanskara I’d briefly touched during the attack on Peruthros. With its help, I might leap up, catch hold of the seam’s base, scramble after the man - but no. There was nothing there to hold onto.

“It’s too late,” said Danrath. “Even if we sent men up after him they’d not catch him in time, and then most likely be killed one by one as they reached the meadow above.”

“Damn it,” I said again. “All right. He’s gone. Which means Lilith’s folks will be warned of our approach. Nothing we can do about that now.”

Alexander had been studying the cliff face as well. “If there was just a little more vegetation around that seam… but alas.”

“Then we’ll press on. Odds are there’s another group higher up to which that man’s climbing. Our best bet right now is to run into them before they’ve had time to absorb the man’s warning.”

“I don’t know,” said Danrath. “If you’ll excuse my questioning you, Noah. But charging up to face an unknown threat? What if the enemy is three times our number?”

“Look at these trails,” I said. “I don’t think it’s feasible for groups of forty to be out all at once. Nor do they need such numbers. They’re not fighting pitched battles. They’re raiding small towns. Folks like Martin below. That and we have an edge: enough ranged magic to cut them down to size as we close in. Alexander, my apologies. You’ll be taking point so that you can ward our approach. At the very last peel away and allow us to close. Brielle, Imogen, you’ll be taking the point with me. Our goal is to use our magic to cut the enemy down as soon as we can. Neveah, you come behind them. Danrath, you’ll arrange your men as best you see fit to attack the enemy when we hit.”

Danrath shook his head. “And if they attack us while we’re on the trail? From above, say?”

“Then we’re fucked,” I said with a ruthless grin. “But we don’t have time to wait for them to come to us, nor are am I going to send out scouts and hope they’re not spotted. None of us are as adept at crossing these mountains as the locals. It’s dangerous, but our only chance at any edge is to move fast and hit hard. Alexander, take the lead. Everyone else, in position. We ride!”

Alexander urged his stallion forward, and it took off, the mage’s wailing cry of surprise floating back to us as his horse raced along the trail. I dug my heels into Dapple’s flanks and she broke into a canter, Imogen, and Brielle just behind. The wind tugged at us as we swept along the trail that hugged the cliff face, the fall to our right so precipitous that I couldn’t make out the valley floor for the fog that still wreathed the trees below.

We passed the three men I’d sent after the escapee. They were waiting where the trail was slightly wider, and I rode by, leaving Danrath to explain the situation. A switchback up ahead forced us to all to slow, the trail growing so steep that I had to dig my heels once more into Dapple’s side to get her to start climbing. 

Up we surged, alternating between trotting and walking, the horses’ hooves striking sparks from the stones and dislodging gravel and debris which rolled down over the trail’s side. Up and up we climbed, the mountain seeming without end, the air growing ever more arid and cold, gray snow now dusting the ledges and ridges that marked the cliff.

The horses were exhaling great plumes of condensation when we finally rode out onto the meadow the escapee had climbed to. I dropped my hand to Shard’s hilt as we trotted forth onto the sparse grass, much of it hidden under swathes of that gray, dirty snow - searching for trouble, for some sign of the man. A thick stand of firs grew against the cliff along the rear half of the meadow, boughs grayed by snow, perhaps four or five trees deep.

Silence.

No sign of the enemy. 

I didn’t know if I felt disappointed or relieved. Heart thundering with nerves, we rode deeper into the meadow which was more a glorified ledge than that which we’d seen below. An eagle or hawk was wheeling out far beyond the edge, riding the updrafts, and the wind moaned as it blew through a series of stone spires that rose like the tines of a fork along the meadow’s rim. 

We slowed, stopped. Imogen dismounted and placed her hand on the ground. Danrath’s men rode to bunch around us, weapons drawn, everybody peering every which way.

“In the trees!” shouted Imogen, bolting to her feet.

Five or six men in furs stepped forth as if summoned from behind the trunks, their bows drawn. Before I could shout, could do more than turn Dapple around to face them, they loosed.

Half the arrows struck Alexander’s ward, which flared into existence before us, soapstone green and curving before and above us, but two arrows went just wide enough to plunge into Danrath’s ranks.

“Charge!” I bellowed, and dug my heels into Dapple’s flank, wanting to get close enough to unleash my magic.

We pounded forward as one, straight into a second flight of arrows. The archers were smart; they avoided the center where Alexander’s ward had appeared the first time and aimed at our flanks.

I couldn’t tell how many of my men were hit; Shard was in my hand, blade drawn back for that slashing attack that would unleash golden light. I rose up in the stirrups, riding Dapple’s gallop as best I could, and then a figure appeared on the far trail, galloping into view around the curve astride a black horse.

My first thought was one of stark horror: Nazghul. The mounted warrior wore all black, its cloak streaming out behind it like batwings, its armor forged as if to inspire terror, black steel so stylized that I’d never seen the like. No inch of skin showed, and its helm was a great iron skull surmounted by an ebon crown welded to its brow, two great bullhorns sprouting from the sides to curve forth into wicked tips.

It held a great ax overhead, the size of the blades making the haft appear almost impossibly slender, and it rode with terrible grace, directing its horse to come galloping into our side as we rode for the archers. 

There were more bandits behind it, all mounted, all whooping as they came.

A split-second decision. I tore at Dapple’s reins, pulled her around to meet the charge head-on, and brought my blade down in a downward slash, sending a great arc of golden fire flashing toward the dark paladin.

Who ignored it, as a ward of deep, ugly purple flared into view, absorbing the attack with ease.

My eyes widened in panic. Just before we collided a blast of lightning as thick as my arm tore through the air past my shoulder to play off the purple ward once more, and then the ax was coming right at me, swinging down like a guillotine to take off my head as the paladin rode on by.

I screamed, not even bothering to try to parry, and simply threw myself off Dapple’s saddle to avoid the blow. I hit the thin topsoil with a crunch, rolled, and came to a stop on my back, my left arm numb from the blow and the impact to my shoulder. 

I shook my head, trying to clear it, then pushed myself upright. The paladin had ridden square into Danrath’s men, carved a path through them, and out the other side. Brielle unleashed a gout of flame at the bandits that had been following it, causing their charge to break up as horses reared and screamed, even as more arrows fell upon us.

Fuck. This was bad.

I scrambled to my feet, Shard somehow still in my right hand, and fought for calm even as I extended my palm and unleashed a levenbolt at the closest bandit. My aim was off, and the bolt tore its way up the horse’s flank to finally play off the man’s head, sending both crashing to the ground as they convulsed. 

Two arrows thwipped past me, and I realized I was no longer protected by Alexander’s ward. Where was - there! I saw him reach the archers, Danrath at his side and cast a bolt of lightning at the closest.

Madness engulfed the small meadow. Horses reared, sidestepped, screamed in pain. Men swung at each other, blood flashed brightly in the bleak midday light, and the air was seared by the screams of the dying and the defiant shouts of those yet living.

The paladin turned its mount and plowed through the thickest knot of combat, hewing down another of Danrath’s men with ease, its armor turning aside blades as if they were made of wood. 

It was coming right for me, the ground thundering beneath its mount’s dinner plate hooves when a slender figure darted in from the side and swung a thread of shadow so long that it hewed through all four of the horse’s legs.

Neveah.

Holy shit but I was glad she was back.

The mount foundered and crashed to the ground, throwing its rider so that it hit the grass and rolled, the impact tremendous. Yet the dark paladin seemed unfazed; it rose to its feet with ease, massive battle-ax still in hand, and turned just as Neveah leaped high to fall upon it with her blade crashing down upon its head.

The paladin sidestepped and punched at Neveah with its huge iron gauntlet, only to miss in turn as Neveah swayed aside. Then two riders backed into the space between us, blocking my line of sight of the fight.

I threw a levenbolt at the closest bandit at the same time Imogen did, the charge so intense that the man’s head burst like a melon dropped to the pavement from a tenth story window. Gasping for breath, feeling returning to my left arm, I zigzagged my way past riderless horses toward the paladin, whose great bull horns were visible as it fought off Neveah’s flurry of attacks.

How was it still standing? I thought nothing could resist Neveah’s fury.

The clash of weapons rose higher, melding with the screams of the dying. A quick glance: Danrath and Alexander had killed the archers. The last of the bandits fell to Brielle’s flaming blade. Most of the Savior’s Men were also down. 

A space opened up around the paladin, who backed away from Neveah, hunched over an ax held before it in both hands, the tip of a horn severed, an ugly gash carved deep into its breastplate but which had failed to penetrate.

Imogen and Brielle stepped up on its far side. Alexander approached, Danrath not far behind. 

I closed the circle. “It’s over.”

The dark paladin straightened, and from the depths of its skull helm, I heard laughter. With impossible speed it broke past Neveah to come at me, her attack partially deflected by its purple ward, so that what should have been a killing blow only opened a cut along its armor.

No time to think to react - the paladin was upon me, looming like a black tidal wave about to crest and sweep me away. I threw forth a golden pulse right at its helm, seeking to blind it, and then dodged aside as its ax screamed through where my head had been.

Levenbolts and fire engulfed its back, causing its purple ward to burn so brightly it obfuscated the paladin within. 

Neveah darted forth, but this time her blade didn’t swing at the paladin but rather his weapon; she cleaved the haft in twain, and the great bladed head crashed to the ground.

The paladin’s reactions were terribly fast, however; it punched at her again, the blow so fast I couldn’t follow it, and crunched its irons knuckles into Neveah’s cheek, knocking her right off her feet to crash to the ground.

Another wave of levenbolts and fire engulfed the paladin, and this time I added blast after blast from Shard so that the paladin was driven down to one knee, an arm upflung as if to ward off the terrible magic that sought to tear it apart. 

“Die!” I shouted, hate and horror filling me as it slowly started to rise once more. Gripping Shard in both hands, I stepped forth and swung from the hips like a slugger going for a home run, slamming Shard’s edge right into the paladin’s temple.

The blow was tremendous. Something snapped, and the helm flew free, torn from the paladin’s head to sail into the sky. 

The paladin cried out, a woman’s voice, and I saw a pale face, golden hair pinned up in a tight bun as she fell at last to the ground. 

“Stop!” I screamed, moving to stand between my friends and the fallen warrior. I stared down at the paladin, the blood draining from my face, horror gripping my soul. 

Stared down at that familiar face, those fluttering eyes, the lips pulled into a grimace.

Valeria.

 


Chapter 37

 


 

I stared down at Valeria, aghast. She turned her head from side to side, clearly dazed, trying to sit up and falling back.

“Noah!” Danrath stepped up to me, blade reversed for a lethal stab. “Let me -”

“No,” I barked, extending my hand to keep him back. “This is - I mean, I don’t know how, but -”

“Valeria?” Imogen was there, hand to her mouth, eyes wide behind her lenses. “But -?”

Neveah stepped in close, her demon blade held at the ready. “She was Valeria. Now? She’s the enemy.”

“Like you were?” Brielle’s voice was sharp, her face flushed with emotion. “She must have fallen into Lilith’s hands, been corrupted -”

Valeria gritted her teeth and tried to sit up again. Before I could protest, smooth as silk, Neveah placed the tip of her blade upon the shoulder joint of Valeria’s dark armor and pressed her back down.

I reached out for her, tried to sense her presence in my mind’s eye - and got nothing.

“We’ve got to get her out of that thing,” I said. “Maybe the armor’s got a hold on her. Is corrupting her. Help me!”

Knives came out, and we set to work on the leather straps. They proved remarkably resistant. Danrath faded away, moving no doubt to help his men, most of which had fallen in combat. There was an air of chaotic instability, too much happening at once, the cries of the wounded and dying still sounded all around us. 

Together, Brielle and I peeled Valeria’s ghastly cuirass away from her chest, tossing the skull-embossed horror aside. Imogen pulled a gauntlet free, then set to work on the rest of her arm. All the while Neveah kept Valeria pinned.

“Let me go,” growled Valeria, eyes still trying to focus, her familiar voice a rasp as if she’d been screaming for days. “Get off me!”

Her armor was unnaturally cold to the touch, even through gloves. We peeled it off her, piece by piece, and when Valeria tried to backhand Brielle, Neveah moved the tip of her blade to her throat and Valeria stilled.

It took far longer than I’d have liked, but finally the last of that cursed armor was gone, and Valeria lay before us in black chainmail. Her skin was waxen, with old cuts and new scars looking purple as if poorly healed or done so with some foul magic.

“Valeria,” I said, reaching out to her once more in my mind. This time her presence blazed before me, as proximate and clear as Imogen and Brielle. “Do you recognize me?”

We allowed her to sit up. She pressed her hand to her head as she stared at me, still blinking, her gaze unfocused. 

“Valeria? It’s Noah. Noah Kilmartin. Remember? From Bastion? You were my first companion?”

God, but it hurt to see her like this even as my heart soared at finally being reunited. Her expression was severe, her gaze blank, her jaw trembling as she stared through me. “If you’re going to kill me, get it over with,” she said, voice cold. “Or let me fight you. Cowards.”

“Her mind is not her own,” said Imogen. “She’s fallen deep under Lilith’s influence.”

And like that, a memory came to me, of Shalarra pulling our cards before our final assault on the fifth trial back in Bastion. Valeria’s card had been the most horrific: a woman, tall and austere, her face haloed by curved, rusted blades. Her eyes were blank, her lips full, and the cloak that fell from her shoulders was parted down the center, revealing her naked body beneath. Bat-like wings emerged from behind her, and a naked man and woman knelt before her, loose chains around their necks binding them to an iron ring at the woman’s feet.

“Lilith,” Shalarra had said. 

“What can we do?” I asked Imogen. 

“Let’s begin with the basics,” she replied and turned to Valeria. “Be still. Do not resist us.”

And Valeria ceased to tremble and dart glances about us as if seeking a way free.

Psyche-imperium.

No matter how many times I saw her use this power, it always surprised me.

“Who do you serve?” asked Imogen, voice hard and pitiless.

Valeria lifted her chin. “I do as Grausch orders.”

“Grausch is a Hexenmagus of Lilith?”

Valeria sneered and answered with a nod.

“Why do you do as he commands?”

“So as to protect Emma.” Her words were like a blade into my heart. My throat clenched and I faltered back a step. 

“That’s how they got her,” whispered Brielle. “That’s how they opened her to their influence.”

“Oh fuck,” I said. “Ask her where Emma is.”

“Valeria? Where is Grausch keeping her?”

“At his temple,” said Valeria. “Locked up. Safe as long as I do what he wants.” And tears brimmed in her eyes and flowed down her cheeks, though her expression changed not at all.

We stared down at her in horror.

“Valeria,” whispered Imogen, “do you still love the Source?”

“Yes.” Valeria’s voice was a broken thing. “Always and forever.”

Imogen sagged with relief. “They’ve not broken her all the way. Deep down she’s still herself.”

“What’s happened?” I demanded. “Why doesn’t she recognize me?”

Imogen passed a shaking hand across her brow. “They’ve begun the process of corrupting her, but not finished it. By agreeing to work with them to save Emma, she lowered her defenses. Allowed them inside. They’ve made enough progress that she’s shielded from the world now - I can’t tell what it is she sees, but it’s not us.”

“What do we do?” I asked. “How do we save her?”

Imogen bit her lower lip. “This is beyond my skill. Removing the armor was a good first step. Immersing her in running water is always efficacious at removing curses and malign influences. But if she’s been killing for this Grausch for weeks… then the corruption will have sunk deep.”

I ran my hands through my hair worriedly and turned to regard the meadow. “Fine. Brielle, Alexander, please help Danrath with our fallen. Gather the horses.”

For once Brielle didn’t argue, but simply nodded and reluctantly tore herself away to move with Alexander to the wounded. 

“All right,” I said. “Imogen, you’re going to have to help me with this. I’m going to try the same thing I did when I tried to remove your parasite. If Valeria’s lost inside her own mind, then perhaps my bond to her will allow me to reach her and pull her free.”

Imogen nodded and sat down cross-legged on the thin grass. “A good idea. I’m ready.”

I sat before Valeria, who gazed levelly at me without recognizing me in the slightest. Neveah’s blade was a constant, unwavering presence at her throat. 

A deep breath, and I closed my eyes. For a few moments I wavered, hovering in the blank nothingness behind my eyelids, and then I sank down into my reservoir, down through the oily top level that was still polluted by Lilith, down to Muladhara, where my golden thread burned bright and my magic was a deep, plush rose.

I centered, connected with Muladhara, and cleansed my magic, pushing down my sense of urgency. Doing so gave me a measure of peace, and once my reservoir was clear I moved closer to that central burning thread and sought out my bond with Valeria. 

This one was Imogen. I could sense it even before closing my fingers about its magnetic pull. My strongest. Next, I came upon Brielle’s and was heartened to find it revitalized. Not nearly as powerful as Imogen’s, but a damn sight better than it had been. Next came Emma’s. At once weaker and stronger than Imogen’s - it was hard to tease apart the impressions it gave me, but I intuited that perhaps my long years and devotion to her had solidified our bond in some way that Imogen and I simply couldn’t connect on. 

Then, moving around, I came upon Valeria’s. The connection was weak, dangerously so. It barely responded to my touch. Even within the security of my sanctum I felt a wave of fear. Carefully, feeling my way along, I followed it to where it both disappeared into eternity and hit an invisible wall. I focused on that spot, tried to open an aperture, but it was like clawing at the air.

Trying not to despair, I returned to Imogen’s bond, followed it out, and there sensed her waiting just beyond the veil. With effort, I focused on her bright essence and parted my reservoir so that she could appear, her spirit body as luminous as before, simplified and beautiful. She floated forward, into my magical core, and then followed me to Valeria’s bond.

There was no need for words. I didn’t even know if I could speak with Imogen down here. Instead, I gestured at where the bond thinned away, and Imogen reached out with both hands.

What happened next was both weirdly intimate and surreal; I felt a deep stirring within my soul as Imogen poured her magic directly into my core, and shaped it so that it hung, trembling, waiting, as if for some manner of permission.

Focusing, I allowed it to pass through me, opening some inner door so that whatever held it back disappeared. A pulse of power flowed up my bond to Valeria, and the darkness beyond parted, a vertical tear appearing at the far reaches of my reservoir.

A baleful, purple light filtered forth, and I felt my gorge rise as black bubbles formed in the clear magic in which I swam. Imogen gave way, and I moved forward to peer forth at Valeria. 

The realm beyond was bathed in shifting purple shadows shot through with black. Valeria hung in its center, her stunning physique clearly visible, clad as she was in chest wrap and panties. Tentacles had coiled about her limbs, wrapped around her muscled stomach, tightened about her neck. Her eyes were closed, and I saw her straining against whatever held her tight, striations appearing in her defined shoulder muscles, her thighs quivering with effort to break free. 

The sight was appalling, and I flew forward, entering her realm - her reservoir? Perhaps her very spirit. Shard was in my hand, though I didn’t recall summoning it, and with a flicker of my will it burned bright, its golden aura banishing shadows and causing the tentacles to grow gray and lesioned as I drew close.

They tightened with the sound of leather being stretched, and Valeria gasped and began to choke. 

Hatred and anger filling me, I cut at the greatest tentacle, the one wrapped around her core. One blow and the tentacle was severed. More began to emerge from behind Valeria, slithering forth to embrace her. 

I went to work, slashing and cutting with careful precision, but with every tentacle I severed another two would emerge. After five minutes of struggling to free her, I pulled back. She was now more enmeshed than before.

Not wanting to admit defeat, I carefully floated around her, trying to understand what was going on. Was there some parasite hidden here, a being I had to kill before the tentacles would stop? Moving behind her, I saw the tentacles emerging from the base of her skull, rapidly enlarging to sweep down and around her. 

Was it hidden within her own brain? How could I access that? I bit my lip as I came around to float before her once more. What could I do? Did we need a Hexenmagus to free her as we had for Imogen?

I studied Valeria’s face. Her eyes were closed. Her full head of burnished golden hair fell about the tentacle coils. Her delicate features were cast in an expression of shame and sorrow.

Shame? Did she blame herself for this turn of events? Was that how the enemy had gained a handle on her, using her guilt to weaken her defenses?

Was that why the tentacles seemed to emerge from her own mind?

“It’s not your fault,” I said out loud, my voice strange to my ears. “You did your best.”

Valeria stirred but didn’t open her eyes. 

“I don’t blame you, Valeria. You were trying to help Emma.” I floated closer. Tears were running down her cheeks now, each as brilliant and precious as a diamond. “You did your best. You sought to protect.”

A sob shook Valeria’s frame. The tentacles squeezed tighter as if assaulted. I sheathed Shard. Pity filled me. A sorrow all of my own. To see my friend and companion so low, so wounded, so hurt by her own desire to help. 

“I forgive you,” I said, and moved in close, wrapping my arms around her. “You have to forgive yourself.”

Her arms closed around me, and she rested her brow on my shoulder. Another sob tore through her, and then a second. I could feel the tentacles fading away. Disappearing like shadows before the sun.

“I’ve missed you so much,” I whispered. “Come back to me, Valeria. Come back.”

Valeria squeezed me tight, and I felt the press of her mail against my arms, her cold wet cheek against my own. I blinked, opened my eyes, and realized I was back in the high meadow, kneeling before Valeria who had leaned into my embrace and clung at me tightly, her body wracked by ever stronger sobs.

Imogen rose to her knees. Neveah lowered her blade. I dimly sensed the others in the near distance turning to regard us.

Valeria wept. Deep, choking sobs that shook her whole body, her face buried in my neck, her strong arms squeezing me tight. I held her. Simply held her, and allowed her to cry till she was done, wrung out, and the last of her sobs hitched in her chest and went still.

“Noah,” she whispered, her voice cracked with pain.

“Hey,” I said, trying for a smile, pulling back so I could meet her eyes. She looked down, her face drawn and pale. I reached up to wipe her tears away with my thumb. “By god, I’ve missed you.”

“Noah,” she whispered, still looking down. “The things I’ve done…”

“You did for Emma,” I said firmly. “Doesn’t make them right, maybe, but it makes them understandable. You did your best to protect her.”

She finally looked up, her vivid green eyes alight with desperate hope. “For Emma,” she said, reaching up to grasp my hand. “They were going to - oh Noah. She couldn’t take it. I had to.”

It felt as if a hand had reached into my chest and squeezed my heart tight. “We’re here now,” I said, voice trembling with emotion. “Whatever they’ve done, we’re going to make them pay. I promise you that.”

“Where were you?” She searched my face, eyes crystalline with fresh tears. “Where were you, Noah? We needed you. I kept praying for you to come, praying for you to arrive, but you never did. You weren’t there.” Her voice was so wounded, so broken. “Noah. Where were you?”

That same bastard hand squeezed my heart cruelly once more. “I’m so sorry,” I said. “I’m so sorry, Valeria. We did everything we could to come to you. I swear it. We came as quickly as we could.” 

She searched my face for a moment longer, then nodded.

We made camp on that alpine meadow, high above the fog banks that wreathed the land below. Five of Danrath’s men had been slain by Valeria’s attack. Two were badly wounded. Only the dead-eyed boy had escaped injury, and he was kept busy alongside Danrath hurling the enemy off the side of the cliff.

Brielle soothed and gathered the horses, hobbling them all together by the trees in which the archers had hidden, while Alexander and Neveah toppled the dead trunks within that narrow wedge of the forest so as to build a bier.

Imogen set to building a campfire flush against the mountainside where a fold extended to block the wind, and soon was inexpertly cooking a bowl full of random vegetables and scraps of meat into a serviceable soup.

All the while I sat with Valeria, who rocked back and forth as she hugged her knees, biting her lower lip as she struggled with her memories. I didn’t press her, but stayed close, hoping my presence gave her comfort.

“We should toss this wretched stuff as well,” said Alexander, drawing close and toeing the plate armor that lay discarded to one side. “Unless anyone objects?”

“No,” said Valeria, voice hollow. “Burn it alongside the bodies. I don’t want anyone chancing upon it by accident.”

Alexander nodded and set about collecting the pieces with obvious distaste. 

Danrath stepped up. “Tenrith and Hawser will survive, but they’re not up for hard riding or fighting any time soon.” His voice was flat, and his gaze when it drifted to Valeria was hard.

I didn’t blame him. She’d just mown down most of what was left of his band, and now was being asked to consider her one of his own. 

“Understood.” I reached a decision on the spot. “Stay here with your men. We’ll use this as a staging ground for our own explorations. That’ll give Tenrith and Hawser time to heal before we ride back down to Peruthros.”

Danrath grimaced and I thought he’d protest - expected him to - but instead, he just nodded and moved away.

“I’m sorry,” said Valeria, her voice dull. She was staring out over the edge of the cliff at nothing. “This is my fault. All my fault.”

“Hey.” I rose to my feet. “Enough of that. Come with me.”

She tore her eyes away from the void with obvious reluctance. “Where to?”

“To walk.” I extended my hand. “Come on.”

She took mine in her own, her palm and fingers heavily callused, and I grunted as I pulled her up. She had to weigh more than I did, and all of it pure, toned muscle and sinew. The chain was of the finest quality and shimmered down the length of her body like black silk. 

I didn’t release her hand, though I sensed her discomfort, and led her back across the meadow to the trail we’d rode up but an hour ago, then along its stony course to a slight ledge I’d noticed on our way up. There I stood, holding her hand still, and told her of what had come to pass since Brielle and I had arrived in Ghogiel.

Our battle with the Gray Mongrels. The Cyclops attack. Reaching Harthome, and Rosanna, and my own mistakes. 

That got a raised eyebrow from her, and some faint hint of amusement as I described being woken by Bernard and his men, tied up and brought blindfolded before the town council. I welcomed it.

“Brielle was less than impressed,” I said.

Valeria pulled her hand free and hugged herself, gazing out into the frigid sky. “I can imagine.” And shook her head in wonder at the stupidity of men.

I kept on. How Imogen discovered us, reaching Victor’s camp, Neveah’s imprisonment, our assault of Illington, how I’d botched the prisoner’s execution, the ambush Victor had set for remaining followers of Lilith, my own blindness to the obvious as I’d pursued Sarah into the alley. 

This time Valeria was more interested in the water quandary, not seeming to care about my near dalliance with Sarah. “What did you decide?”

I outlined the problem, the families with children, the distances and quantities of water. “Martha, everyone really, thought it stupid to leave water for the children. Said that water would be immediately taken by Lilith’s warriors and that the children would die anyway. I chose to leave the water regardless. We marched out with less than we needed to survive.”

Valeria studied me, her green eyes inscrutable. I’d hoped for some sign of approval, to draw her out of her state of shock through deliberation on logistics, but to no avail.

More. Our march, how we’d been forced to turn toward Hidden Hope, and the platform we’d discovered there. Victor’s outrage, and how we’d pursued the bandits to their camp, and there defeated the worm monster. How Victor had tortured the survivors one by one in an attempt to discover the fate of the children and failed.

“That’s strange,” said Valeria. 

“What is?”

“How he cared so much for children he’d decided earlier that day to kill by taking all of their water.”

“He -” But I stopped my automatic defense. Huh. “I… well, maybe the thought of their being given over to Lilith was far worse?”

“Maybe,” said Valeria, shrugging her broad shoulders. “Still. Seems an odd casus belli.”

I mulled it over, failed to square it away, then pressed on. Peruthros. Following Blindness into the cavern below, the way the enemy was defacing the crystal. The Betheliim, our flight to the surface, our conquest of the collapsing city.”

Valeria didn’t seem surprised. “That’s what Grausch is doing in the temple. Desecrating the crystal there. Chokmah isn’t completely defeated yet. Only mostly so. There are still leylines of pure power running across its surface, channels through which the Source yet flows. It will only really be Ghogiel when Lilith’s forces have perverted the crystals hidden in such locations or inside the plinths and made them hers.”

“So stopping her in Peruthros really was a victory?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “It depends how far they got in their desecration. Perhaps they simply neutralized it. Grausch is working feverishly to accomplish his task before the wardens summon enough courage to attack him.”

“The wardens?”

“Later,” she said. “Finish your tale.”

I’d kind of wanted to skip the next bit, but proceeded with reluctance. How Lizbeth, Sarah and I had fought the Morathi. How we’d used her necklace to heal ourselves, and in doing so become corrupted.

Valeria stiffened, staring at me in a manner I couldn’t decipher. Slowly, carefully, I told her what Sarah and Lizbeth and I had done, and how I’d changed after leaving the donjon. How I’d blessed the crucifixion of our enemies, slain the man who had surrendered, then broken my word to Salathis and killed him. How I’d been diminished in turn, my magic polluted, my connection to the Source weakened.

I stopped, letting my words hang in the air between us.

“Why are you telling me this?” she asked, voice wooden.

“Because nobody here is perfect,” I said. “Far from it. We’ve all made mistakes. Been forced into situations where there are no good choices. Should I have let myself and Sarah and Lizbeth die instead of healing ourselves? I’d have doomed the universe if I had. But in healing ourselves that way we allowed corruption into our hearts. I did dark deeds that I’ve yet to make reparations for. I feel guilty for that, but, at the same time, I had no choice. So am I really responsible for that corruption?”

Valeria searched my face, a hint of desperation entering her own. “Are you?”

I spread my hands. “I don’t know. I don’t think so. I’ve been forced to make my peace with that. I did my best, just like you. Everything you’ve done has stemmed from an original desire to do the right thing. Right?”

Valeria’s face twisted with anger. “Shalarra told me I’d fail. That I was doomed to turn to Lilith. I just didn’t expect it to happen so soon.”

“Not so,” I said. “Imogen asked you with psyche-imperium if you still loved the Source. You didn’t hesitate to say yes. And in your reservoir, our spirit center, or whatever that was, you were still fighting that corruption. You never gave yourself over to her.”

“But I was succumbing!” Her voice was raw with grief. “I was losing myself! I - I felt nothing but joy when I attacked you when I killed those before, felt -”

“You don’t think I felt the same kind of dark emotions when I fucked Lizbeth and Sarah? When we raped each other? When I plunged my sword into Salathis, and broke my own vow to the Source?” I stepped in closer. “That’s what her corruption does, Valeria. It twists you. Brings forth your worst, darkest desires. And nobody here’s a fucking saint. We’re all harboring our own darkness. But that’s not who we are. That man who killed Salathis is not who I am, and the woman who rode in to attack us today isn’t who you are either. You have to accept that.”

“Do I?” She turned and looked away.

“Yes, you fucking do.” I grabbed her arm and pulled her back around. “Because I need you. You’ve no idea how much I’ve missed having you by my side these past weeks. How much I’ve missed your strength, your bravery, your loyalty, your friendship. I need you, Valeria. I can’t do this -” I waved at the world beyond the cliff’s edge, “without you. So yes. You need to forgive yourself. You need to accept that what you did you did due to Lilith’s corruption, and not because you’re some twisted monster who revels in people’s pain. You never gave up on the Source. What you did you did for Emma, and that’s how they got to you. You had no good choices. None. You did the best you could with a shitty fucking hand of cards.”

She stared morosely at me and then sighed and reached up to unpin the compact bun of golden hair that was coiled atop her scalp. Shook her head so that it unspooled and fell down the length of her arm, and then ran her fingers through it to separate the thick locks. 

It did my heart good to see her do so. See her burnished mane of hair once more, see how it framed her face and even in the bleak light of Ghogiel seemed to glint with its own inner fire.

“We can only do our best,” I said softly, stepping forward to take her hand again. “And your best will always be good enough for me. I can’t tell you how happy I am to be with you again. How good this feels. How right. I missed you, Valeria. Please. Come back to me.”

Her eyes filled with tears again, her jaw trembled, but before she could turn away I stepped in and pulled her into a tight embrace. She pressed her face into my neck once more, and fresh sobs tore themselves free of her depths, sobs that she tried to muffle against my cloak, and failed to do so.

An inferno of dark, furious anger began to smolder within me. Anger at the people who had done this to her. Who have used Emma to compel one of the very best people I’d ever met to corrupt herself in such a vile manner. I felt a deep and powerful certainty rise up from within me. I’d kill those people. I’d kill this Grausch and every single one of his followers. 

I’d make them pay.

“Thank you,” said Valeria at last, drawing back enough so that our foreheads touched, her cheeks gleaming with smeared tears, her eyelashes pulled into triangles by them. “Thank you, Noah. I’ve missed you so much.”

Was there no end to the pain I could feel? Again I felt a wrenching in my heart, but this time it was shot through with relief, with a tempered joy, and I reached up to cup her cheek and pulled her face closer so that our lips touched. 

It was a chaste kiss. There was no sexual, physical desire. Rather, an affirmation of our bond. Our connection. Of both how much I’d missed her, how much I cared for her, and how good it felt to have her close once more.

She didn’t move, as if half expecting the moment to shatter and come to an end if she breathed wrong, and when I pulled away she remained still, eyes still closed, lips parted from our kiss. 

“These fuckers don’t know how much ruin we’re about to rain on their heads,” I said.

She blinked and then something akin to hard satisfaction appeared on her face. “No,” she said. “They don’t.”

“We need to know what lies ahead. You want to tell me here, or share with the others by the fire?”

Valeria wiped at her eyes with the back of her hand, sniffed sharply, and then pushed her shoulders back. Before my eyes she pulled herself together, asserting her self-control with a strength and resilience I could only helplessly admire. “At the fire,” she said, voice calmer. “That way everyone can ask whatever questions they may have.”

“All right,” I said, and took her hand in mine again, intertwining my fingers with hers. “Let’s go get some food.”

We walked back in comfortable silence, occasionally glancing at each other and laughing softly whenever our eyes met, though several times I saw that deep pain within her soul rise and cut off her laughter. We emerged back onto the meadow, and I saw that everyone had gathered for lunch by the pot, Imogen pouring ladlefuls into each wooden bowl, the wounded men lying close by, the others either sitting or standing.

Everyone looked up as we approached, and I stopped, hand still in Valeria’s when we were only a few yards from them all.

“Listen up,” I said. “I want you all to understand something. Valeria was my first companion when I undertook the five trials in Bastion. I would never have passed that first trial without her and would have died countless times since without her by my side. I trust her with my life. With my soul. She’s been through some heavy shit since arriving in Ghogiel, but she did the best she could with no good options. She’s done some horrible things. There’s no denying that.”

I felt her squeeze my hand.

“But that wasn’t her fault. She was trying to protect Emma, and in doing so avoided death so as to live to serve the Source. Nobody here can deny the power of Lilith’s evil. Nobody here is immune, and nobody here can judge Valeria for what she did in order to survive. Whatever doubt or resentment you might have, I want you to cast it into the flames and burn it away. Valeria is back, she’s one of us, and the odds of our succeeding at this damn fool quest have just shot way the fuck up.”

Imogen set the ladle down and hurried over to hug Valeria. Neveah gave a firm nod, her approval clear. Brielle sighed, rose to her feet, and then rolled her eyes as Imogen stepped aside so she could make a show of reluctantly hugging Valeria in turn, something that caused Valeria to smirk.

Alexander stepped forth and introduced himself with a flourish, leaving only Danrath to bow stiffly when all eyes turned to him.

“If Noah calls you a friend, then you’re my friend as well.” He introduced his men in turn, then stepped back. Not the warmest of greetings, but it would have to do.

“Thank you,” said Valeria, voice soft. She curled a golden strand of hair behind her ear and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. “Your faith in me is… I don’t know how to express it. Thank you.”

“Sit here,” said Imogen, pointing at a log that had been dragged over. “And eat this bowl of stew. Or soup. I can’t tell exactly what I made.”

Valeria gave a hesitant smile as she obeyed, and sipped the soup-stew carefully. “Noah’s asked me to share my story with you all. I’ll do so now if no one objects. I’m not going to hide anything, and my story isn’t a… pleasant one.” She gazed down at her bowl, hair sliding free to cascade before her face. “I’ll tell it straight, however. If I stop to apologize each time I did something awful, I’ll never finish it.”

I sat down next to her and accepted a bowl from Imogen. Even the wounded men propped themselves up on their elbows to listen better. 

“Tell it as best you can,” said Imogen, serving herself the last of the soup and sitting cross-legged on the grass. 

Valeria drew a deep breath, held it, and then began.

“Emma and I arrived somewhere close to here. Up in these mountains. It was a hard beginning. We spent some time looking for you all, but quickly realized we’d been separated. Emma didn’t want to give up, but I saw signs of trouble. My caution was wasted though. We were picked up by Grausch’s people. They brought us back to the temple. Their plans for us were less than noble.”

Valeria stared down into her bowl. “The first night they tried to take advantage of Emma. I escaped my bonds and beat them back. But they were armed, I wasn’t, so they took me down. They went to kill me, and Emma yelled out our true identities. That saved me but damned us both.

“We were taken to Grausch, who tried to interrogate us. We didn’t tell them much, but he knew how to leverage our loyalty to each other. He went to cut Emma’s eye out and -”

She stopped short, fighting for composure, swallowing several times as she worked her way through the memory. 

“I told him what he wanted to know. I figured it couldn’t help him to know you were in Ghogiel - he’d already figured it out from our presence. Nothing I could tell him could really help him. He soon realized that, too.”

The fire crackled under the pot. The wind moaned past the cliff. Nobody moved, their attention fixed on Valeria. 

“He decided to send us down to Peruthros. Said the queen there would know how best to leverage us against Noah. You have to understand. I decided that Grausch was a known quantity. Very smart, very dangerous, but weak in certain key ways. His ego, his pride. His frustration with the wardens that had gone to ground. This queen seemed another matter. He spoke of her with something like respect. Perhaps dread. I doubted my ability to manipulate her, so I needled his pride. Got him upset, provoked him into a bet. That if I could hand him these wardens, he would let Emma and I go. He agreed, and I thought myself so clever. So smart.”

Her bitterness soured the very air. She stirred her spoon through what was left of the soup-stew. 

“Anyway, I soon realized I had taken on more than I’d imagined. Despite my resolve, my intentions, I found myself growing short-tempered, more violent and realized that Grausch’s magic influenced me in some way I couldn’t define. That I’d given him an opening. I resolved to find these wardens as quickly as I could and then flee with Emma, who Grausch locked up in the temple. 

“I accepted a few gifts to expedite the process. And the more I accepted, the more reasonable it seemed to accept more. I began to feel… lost. It was hard to focus on what was going on. Time began to grow strange. I was either numb or filled with rage at the unfairness of the situation. Furious at you all for not arriving to save us. Determined to save Emma no matter what. And somehow it became easy to take that anger out on those who opposed us.”

Her voice grew bleak. “When people refused to tell us what they knew, I took it personally, as if they were trying to prevent me from saving Emma. Anything but complete and utter surrender infuriated me. I… I did things. To innocent people. And each step made the next easier. A particularly difficult fight made it foolish to not accept proper armor. And once I donned that plate… everything changed.”

Valeria shuddered, her shoulders hunching, and her knuckles grew white on the edge of the bowl. “I never took it off. Only removed the bare minimum for physical necessities. I slept in it if I slept at all. I felt strong, unstoppable. Everything seemed so simple. I didn’t care about anything. Toward the end, I even began to despise Emma for being weak. For needing me to fight for her. To respect Grausch for having dominated me, as if that made it right that he do so. I… “

She gave a sharp shake of her head, and her breath hitched in her throat as she sat up straight, gazing at me with gleaming eyes. “I wasn’t myself. I know that. But I have the memories of what I did. And I can’t - I mean, how could anyone -”

“Hey,” I said, reaching out to squeeze her shoulder. “Easy. Easy.”

She wiped the base of her palm against the tears brimming in each eye. “No. I have to own what I did, even if it wasn’t me, or if I was - was whatever I was. It felt good to hurt those people. To punish them for their weakness. To exult in strength. And the only one stronger than me was Grausch, and like an animal, I was beginning to revere him for that power.”

“The corruption -” I began.

“No, Noah.” She fixed me with her gaze, and I saw in the depths of her eyes a stark misery that I couldn’t touch. “Don’t you see? On some level, I’ve always believed that. That in this world you need strength to survive. In my home world, it was my strength that kept me going when my friends and companions gave up or fell. You need strength to fight Lilith. And those who give up, who surrender, I’ve only ever felt disgusted by them. For their weakness. What I felt in that armor… it was me. A version of me. I can’t deny that. What I did. I was capable of that because I did it. And - and that’s the true horror of Lilith.”

She stood up abruptly, knocking her bowl to the floor, hands flying to her temples as she gazed at us all in desperation. “I understand it now. Lilith doesn’t break you with an external force. Your strength is useless against her. No. Instead, she uses your weakness against you. She turns you against yourself. It doesn’t matter how strong you are. Only how weak.”

“Valeria,” I said, rising to my feet, reaching for her, “I told you when you’ve got no good choices -”

“No, Noah! You still don’t understand.” She backed away from me, eyes gleaming with tears and horror. “Emma was ready to die. She was terrified, I knew she was, but when Grausch threatened to kill her, she didn’t beg, she didn’t try to make a deal. I was the one who stepped in. I was the one who opened a way for Lilith to enter my soul. And all this time I thought Emma weak.” 

Valeria laughed, a broken sound. “No. She was stronger than I was. She knew what was at stake. I thought I could reason, could bargain, could outwit Lilith. Fool. Stupid, stupid idiot that I am. All that I did was become Lilith’s tool, and murder so many people, and for what? To save someone who didn’t need saving, who - who -”

I stepped forward and pulled her into my arms. Valeria covered her face with both hands and wept, shoulders shivering as she stood there, not even leaning into me.

Nobody spoke. I saw people exchange glances, but everyone stayed quiet. Valeria didn’t cry long. She mastered herself, took several deep breaths, then wiped at her eyes and stepped away from me.

“I’m sorry,” she said. “I’m sorry. I’m - this is all - I’m going to need some time. To - to -”

Imogen rose to her feet. “Valeria, you’re home. You’re back. We’re going to help you through this, as much as anyone can.”

“No,” said Neveah.

Everyone stilled, even Valeria, who turned to stare at the tall, dark-haired woman. 

Neveah held Valeria’s gaze with one as pitiless as the golden eyes I saw within the darkness of my mind.

“Nobody can help you. You must make your peace with what happened or break. This is war. Only you can decide if you will be anything more than a casualty.” Her words were flat and without emotion. A faint frown marred her face, but that was all. “You’ve received a taste of what Lilith has in store for us. If you can’t stomach it, then step off that edge over there and get this over with, because there is one thing I can promise you. This will get worse, much worse before it gets better. If it ever does.”

I saw Valeria’s head snap back as if she’d been clocked in the mouth. Neveah’s words hit me just as hard; I saw Imogen’s eyes widen, saw Brielle grow pale. Nobody disputed Neveah, however. We all knew what she’d been through. It was too easy to remember her chained to her cell in the depths of Bastion, filthy and tortured and hanging onto her sanity with a brutal will that was nearly inhuman.

If anybody knew what lay in store for us, it was her.

Valeria clenched her jaw and stood straighter. “You’re right.” Her voice was hollow, without emotion. “I’ll do better.”

“We’ll see,” said Neveah. Then, dismissing Valeria, she looked to me. “We should move. I’ll scout out the trail.” And like a shadow she slipped away, silent and lethal, her huge blade slung over her shoulder, to pad across the meadow.

“Shit,” said Danrath, watching her go. “That’s one stone-cold woman.”

“You’ve no idea,” said Imogen. 

Valeria laughed weakly, a terrible sound that was part despairing, part self-mocking. “So it’s weak to even feel bad for what I’ve done? Great. Maybe she’s right. I should just kill myself now.”

Then she saw the shock in my face and raised a hand, cutting off my protests. “I jest, Noah. I’m not going to take my life. It’s not even worth taking. I - I just need a moment. I’ll be all right. I swear it.” And she walked away, to stand at the cliff’s edge, hugging herself tightly and staring out at nothing as the wind tugged at her golden hair.

“Fuck,” I whispered, rubbing the side of my face. Had I thought my reunion with Valeria would be a joyous thing? Ignoring Danrath and Alexander, I looked to Imogen and Brielle and felt nothing but dread at the prospect of their suffering as much as Neveah and Valeria had already done.

In their eyes I saw the same fear, the same question. Would we survive this journey? Did we have what it took to make it all the way to Malkuth? Or were we doomed to fail, fail in a contest where we would be judged not by our strengths but by our weaknesses?

 


Chapter 38

 


 

God damn, but I wanted to just get a drink and sit by that fire all day and think about everything I’d done wrong and was going to fail at. Just blot out the world for a while, take a break and not think about the crushing responsibilities that lay on my shoulders or the violence and bloodshed and corruption and death that would always, always lie before me. 

But I didn’t have that option. So I took a deep breath, stuck my thumbs in my eyes and rubbed them till I saw stars, then stood up.

“Brielle, Imogen, please see to our mounts. Alexander, figure out with Danrath how best to divide our rations. I’m going to get intel from Valeria on what we can expect higher up.”

It still surprised me when people just did what I asked. Even Brielle, especially after last night, but everyone just nodded and got to work. I walked over to where Valeria stood and once more just stepped up beside her, gazing down at the mist-wreathed valley.

“I don’t want to hear any encouraging words,” said Valeria, hugging herself still.

“I wasn’t going to offer any,” I said. “But I do need to know about what we’re riding into. Where this temple is. What kind of defenses it has -”

“Oh!” Alexander’s cry was one of sheer excitement. I turned to see he’d leaped up from the log on which he’d been sitting, his forefinger pointed into the air, his eyes gleaming.

“An idea! Oh, but it came suddenly, a swift thunderbolt from out of the o’er-arching blue, and with a silent explosion it did appear in my mind, fully formed!”

I peered at him suspiciously. “Alexander? What are you going on about?”

He leaped up onto the log with one foot, shook the other out behind him, hopped down, then did a little shuffling dancing down the length of the log, waggling his head from side to side as he slapped his thighs. “A-hey diddle diddle, a hop hop ho!”

“Alexander,” said Brielle, voice much more cutting than mine, “speak or be silent. Nobody’s in the mood for your dancing.”

“I quite like it,” said Imogen.

“My idea,” said Alexander, completely unfazed and grinning at us all, “is to use that which was taken from us, to turn the stolen weapon against the heretic’s breast, and allow their own conceit to be their destruction!”

I crossed my arms.

“Valeria,” he said. “They don’t know she’s been emancipated from their mental slavery. She could pretend to still work for them, ride inside this temple, and open it to us from within! A double cross!” He looked eagerly from one of us to the next. “See? It would be like Peruthros all over again.”

“That could work,” I said, fighting the urge to return the mage’s wild smile.

“Maybe,” said Imogen. “It depends on Valeria’s ability to carry out such a masquerade.”

“I can do it,” said Valeria, but in a tone that seemed to say, I’ll do anything.

“Not bad, Alexander,” said Imogen, smiling unabashedly back to him. “Not bad.”

“Your plaudits have been carved onto my very heart!” Alexander clasped both hands to his breast. “I could ask for no greater accomplishment in this life than your approval, dear Imogen. I consider my life’s work complete.”

She laughed, and something subtle changed in the air, in the mood between us. Even as I turned back to resume speaking with Valeria, I felt it. A lightening, a faint hint of humor and irreverence with which to beat back the darkness. Perhaps there was more to Alexander’s foppish ways than I’d assumed.

“Very well,” said Valeria, frowning out at nothing once more. “Specifics. The temple is two days‘ ride from here -”

I winced. Fuck.

“- and contained within a crystal growth that might once have been white but is now gray with ash. I think it crashed into the mountainside at some point because its badly cracked and some of the rooms within are collapsed. Grausch spends his days in the crystal’s center where its life force or magic is concentrated. He has a dozen apprentices, a bunch of powerful Hexenmagi in their own right led by a monster called Alice.”

Valeria grimaced, eyes narrowing as she stared into her memories. “I’d appreciate the chance to kill her myself if possible. She’s…. I owe her some retribution.”

“Sure,” I said.

“There is perhaps a score of warriors left that guard the crystal while on rest leave. They’re awaiting my return to lead them out on their next raid.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I said. “If we follow Alexander’s suggestion, maybe you could go in, bring the warriors out on patrol, we cut them down, then move in to destroy the Hexenmagi.”

“No,” said Valeria. “That wouldn’t work. Grausch is able to draw on the power of the crystal. He would destroy us all without effort. His power is such that he can individually ward each of his warriors while they remain within the crystal, and attack us from afar.”

“Oh,” I said. “Imogen! Can you come over here?” When she joined us, I repeated what Valeria had shared. “What do you think?”

Imogen ran her thumb over her lower lip. “Not good. I don’t know much about the crystal defense that used to protect Chokmah, but I believe they were somehow connected by leylines of force. It’s at once promising that they still retain some power, yet very bad that this Grausch can tap into them. The crystal seems to elevate him to archmagus level, against which we’d have no chance. It would be akin to attempting to storm Blindness.”

I waited as she tapped her lip. “Obviously, it would be best to lure him away from the crystal. But he would be loath to separate himself from his power. Valeria, is there anything that might compel him to leave it?”

“He wants the wardens,” said Valeria. “The previous owners of the crystal. They’ve gone to ground somewhere and I was tasked with finding them. He might leave for them, but would probably demand they be brought to him.”

“What if you lied and said they’d found a new crystal?” I asked. “Wouldn’t he want to check that out?”

“No,” said Imogen. “He’d be able to sense a new crystal through the network. He knows there’s none out there. An interesting question, however, is why these wardens abandoned this crystal in the first place if there’s still power to be harnessed at its core.”

“I don’t know,” said Valeria. “And if Grausch does, he never discussed it with me.”

“What if we capture this Alice?” I asked. “Lure her out, and then interrogate her to learn what she knows? Grausch’ll have confided in her, right?”

Brielle walked up, clearly annoyed at being left out of our deliberations. “Alice?”

“An apprentice Hexenmagus within the temple,” said Imogen. “And a possible course of action, but her disappearance might alert Grausch.”

“I can’t -” began Valeria, then stopped, composing herself. “I would find it very hard to fool Alice. She delighted in tormenting me. Without that numbness, I would probably give myself away.”

“Magically?” I asked.

“By punching her in the face,” said Valeria, voice cold.

I took a deep breath. “And Emma’s being held in the crystal?” When Valeria nodded I exhaled in frustration. “So we can’t just bury the thing under a landslide and call it done. Great.”

“Tell us about these wardens,” said Brielle. “What do you know?”

“Precious little,” said Valeria. “It’s why it’s been so hard to find them. They’re supposedly a small group of Source-aligned mages who used to tend the crystal before it crashed. They left their home only days before Grausch himself arrived, but have apparently stayed in the area. Grausch can sense them, but not pinpoint their location. He wants them brought to him so that they can further explain the crystal’s mysteries, allowing him to harness more of its power.”

“We knew one such warden,” I said. “He called himself Blindness right until the end. I can’t see him leaving a crystal for Lilith, though. He’d have blasted them all with heavenfire.”

“These must, therefore, be weaker,” said Imogen.

“Or pacifists,” said Alexander, who’d stepped up behind Brielle.

“I’d narrowed their location down to a valley,” said Valeria. “But no matter how I searched I couldn’t find them. They’re using magic to hide. I know different villages supply them with food. Nobody would confess, however, no matter what… I did to them.”

“I might be able to help with that,” said Imogen brightly, covering Valeria’s moment of shame. “My geomancy is quite advanced. If they’re not archmagus level, I might stand a chance of discovering their new home.”

Valeria turned back, eyebrows raised. “That would be excellent.”

“Might be the way to go,” I said. “Having their help could tip the balance against Grausch. At the very least they might be able to tell us more about the crystal. How far to the valley?”

“From here? A half day’s ride.”

“Then that’s where we’re heading.”

“They won’t be pleased to see me,” said Valeria, voice stiff. “My presence will only hinder you. I should stay away.”

On some level, I knew she was right. Riding up to their home with the woman who had been butchering innocents so as to find and destroy them wouldn’t help our cause any. It would be a simple, easy thing to have Valeria stay just a little behind, out of sight till we’d concluded our business.

“No,” I said, “you’re coming with us.”

Brielle cut in. “Valeria is right, Noah. Her presence might cause them to attack us, or -”

“Valeria is one of us,” I said, raising my volume just enough to drown her out. “What she did she did under the influence of Lilith. Anybody who disputes that will have to deal with me.” I paused, looking each of them in the eye. “With all of us.”

Imogen nodded right away. Alexander gave a quick series of nods. Brielle scowled but nodded, and then I turned to Valeria. “Right?”

“It’s not wise,” she said.

“Nobody has ever accused me of being wise,” I said. “But you’ve got to be crazy if you think I’m going to let you out of my sight after spending all this time searching for you. You’re my companion, Valeria. I’m never going to lose faith in you.”

Her eyes glassed over with tears, and she gave a jerking nod. “All right.”

“Good. Then we’ve got a plan. Alexander, we all set on food and water?”

We departed half an hour later, provisions divided, Neveah having returned from scouting out the path and reporting nothing untoward up ahead. We rode fast, Valeria guiding us up and onto a series of broken mesas, picking her way without hesitation till we emerged into a series of highland valleys. The air here was foggy and cold, and everything quickly grew damp as we rode along the narrow trail carved into the side of a steep mountainside. 

The clouds, I realized. We’d finally gone high enough to be amongst them. 

We rode through a twilight world of fog and indistinct distances, keyed up and looking back over our shoulders to check for non-existent foes. Valeria led us, mounted once more on her great black steed, a common sword belted at her hip, her mail-clad form glimmering like that of some ebon fish. A new purpose had entered her, a single-minded focus that was reflected in everything from her clenched jaw to how she rode crouched over her saddle, as if ready to spring from it and into our foe at a moment’s notice.

We saw nobody. We passed the burned-out shell of a village, higher up the slope and attached to the mountainside like swallows‘ nests, rope bridges torn, structures blackened by fire, a dozen men and women impaled on stakes that speared out obliquely into the air. 

Valeria didn’t even look up at them.

On we rode. Hooves pounding the earthen trail, the drop precipitous to our side, down into the gash of a valley whose depths were hidden by the clouds. Winding our way along sparsely grassed slopes which occasionally leveled out into small meadows or sloping forests, but that did so rarely.

The chill and damp had my cloak sodden and me shivering. I put my discomfort away, inspired by Valeria’s grimness and Neveah’s seeming indifference. 

Higher we went, the trail barely wide enough for mountain goats much less our steeds, not stopping to walk them now but pushing on, alternating between cantering and trotting depending on the steepness of the path.

“Here,” called out Valeria as the trail rounded a shoulder of mountain slope and threaded its way into a new valley. “This is the valley. I’ve been here a dozen times. Never found anything but goat shit. But everything I discovered these past weeks told me they have to be here. Somewhere.”

The rocky trail opened up as it descended to the valley bottom, and there followed a swiftly flowing stream higher into the valley’s heart. The fog was thick, the mountain slopes and peaks hidden from view, so that it felt as if we rode in the center of a dream, the heart of a gray miasma that revealed only a circular patch of dark grass and the trickling stream, Valeria indistinct in the lead, Neveah a ghost following us in the back.

“Wait,” said Imogen, and slid off her palfrey to crouch. She pressed her palm down onto the earthen trail and closed her eyes. 

Her reaction was immediate, an appreciative smile that then turned into a frown, smoothed away altogether into intense focus, only to become a frown once more. She licked her lower lip then bit it, frown turning into a grimace, and leaned forward, putting weight on her lowered arm as if trying to push her palm down into the dirt. Finally, she let out a happy Ah! and opened her eyes, rocking back onto her heels, remaining in her crouch, and reaching up to adjust her glasses. 

“Very nicely done,” she said, gesturing at the valley before us. “That was fun. They’ve used an intricate web of geomancy, psyche-imperium, and oneiromancy to prevent us from seeing what lies before us. This fog isn’t entirely natural, though there is a mist here in truth. And - well. Suffice to say they did a very impressive job.”

“Can you see through it?” asked Valeria.

Imogen stood up, flicking one of her braids behind her shoulder and frowned up at Valeria. “I’ve advanced to the seventh circle of geomancy. Of course, I can. What kind of question is that?”

“And?” asked Brielle. “Where are they?”

“I’m going to have to keep checking as we advance,” she said. “From here I can simply tell that we’re being blanketed by an obfuscating veil, but piercing it reveals nothing but the valley around us. If we keep going, I’m sure I’ll see their hideout when we reach it.”

“Then mount up,” said Valeria. “Let’s get this over with.”

Imogen hoisted herself back into the saddle and rode past Valeria to take the lead. She paused every few hundred yards to check anew. I gazed around with avid curiosity; there was nothing to see, just the same vague fog that blanketed the identical valley slopes on either side, but the knowledge that I was being affected by such a complex weave of magic made that very blankness a fascinating sight to experience.

“There,” said Imogen, rising from the path and pointing up to our left. “There’s a path folding away just ahead leading up to a cave entrance. Perhaps fifty yards above the slope. However, they’re now aware that we’re here and that I’ve seen through their illusions.”

“Aware?” Valeria turned her mount about in a tight circle, its fiery nature evident in how it flung its head back and kicked its forelegs. Valeria handled it without even seeming to notice. 

“Imagine a spiderweb,” said Imogen, moving to her mount. “I’ve been tapping on the thread as we go, following it to its center. Well, we’ve found the center, but the spider, well. It’s noticed my tapping.”

Valeria drew her sword. “Should we expect an attack?”

“I don’t know,” said Imogen, swinging her leg over the back of her saddle. 

I twisted to sight up the slope and saw that Neveah’s saddle was empty. Her horse lowered its head to crop at the grass. “Where - damn it.” 

“What?” asked Valeria, whipping around.

“Neveah. She’s gone.” I fought for calm. “Probably just doing her thing. She’ll shadow us as we draw closer. Probably a good idea not to be all bunched up. Still. Wish she’d give us a heads-up.”

I got my shit together, collecting my wits, and nodded to Imogen. “Well, let’s head on up that path.”

She nodded right back and urged her palfrey on. “Here we go. Just follow me, even if you suddenly don’t want to.”

And the experience proved fascinating. Valeria visibly had to struggle with the impulse to ride on, the tendons in her neck standing out as she wrestled with her own mind. Finally, she jerked her arm to the side, dragging on the reins, causing her horse to snort, resist in turn, and then finally turn off the path after Imogen.

Brielle let out a low hiss as she came to the same spot but was perhaps better prepared. Though her whole body went tense, she urged her horse after Valeria’s without visible struggle, and then it was my turn.

Dapple walked up to the spot. Turn here, I told myself and went to pull on her reins but my hand refused to obey. It was like waking up after sleeping on a limb and having it go to sleep. I gritted my teeth and leaned into the discomfort, the absence of agency, and by slow degrees my arm yawned out wide in an exaggerated arc, pulling Dapple with the gentlest of tugs to follow. 

I think I was saved more by her natural impulse to follow the other horses than any guidance on my part, but she stepped off the path and began to climb after Brielle. A tearing, ripping sensation passed through me, and with a shuddering gasp, I made it through only to turn and watch Alexander.

His mount rode neatly right past the spot as he sat frozen, face pale, only to finally give a wrenching cry and saw his horse back around, causing it to climb up and then turn back to rejoin us.

His face was drenched in sweat when he finally caught up. “That was singularly unpleasant.”

“Next time I’ll just tie a rope to your mounts,” said Imogen. “Should have thought of that.”

“Would have been nice,” said Alexander, fighting for a polite tone.

“Eyes front,” said Valeria. “We’re being watched, remember.”

“Let me take the lead,” I said. “Time for some savior shit.”

I urged Dapple past the others and faintly began to make out a trail before our hooves, winding its way between rocks and bushes. Imogen had said some fifty yards. As we began to draw close I drew Shard and raised it high, willing it to flare into life.

The fog writhed about my glowing blade, streaming rapidly about it as if disturbed on some weird level that I couldn’t understand. The golden glow was still muted, however, and I took a deep breath as I rode the last stretch toward where the entrance would be. With a little luck, I wouldn’t be dropped by a levenbolt in the next second.

“Halt!” The bark came from up ahead and to my left, where a large boulder stood poised on a thin ledge. Was there someone there, or were they throwing their voice? “You’re seconds away from being annihilated. I don’t make idle threats. Who are you, and what are you doing here?”

“Name’s Noah Kilmartin,” I called out, feeling immensely relieved. “Chosen by the Source as the savior of the universe. I just passed my five trials in Bastion and arrived in Ghogiel a few weeks ago - maybe a month now? We’re here to talk.”

No response. Were they conferring? Examining me with magic? I held Shard up nice and high and tried to make it shine a little brighter. 

Don’t zap me, I prayed. Just don’t zap me.

“If you want to talk, you’ll dismount and place your weapons on the ground,” said the woman. “Then move forward, hands raised where we can see them.”

“I’m holding Shard, the blade given to me by the Source,” I called back. “I’d rather not drop it in the mud.”

“It’s your choice,” the woman shouted back. Now her voice came from the right. “You’ve got till I count to five. Anyone who fails to comply will be killed.”

“All right, all right,” I said, dismounting and looping Dapple’s reins over the saddle horn. “We’ll do as you say. Calm down.”

My companions and I placed our weapons on the ground by our horses, then approached, hands raised as bid.

“Stop,” said the woman. “Wait there.”

I looked around us. Nothing of note stood out. No door, no cave entrance. Just the swirling fog and the steep mountainside. 

It felt like half an hour passed, though in reality it was probably just five minutes. I kept my arms up and what I hoped was a friendly, non-threatening smile on my face. 

“I touched the ground when I lowered my dagger,” whispered Imogen. “The entrance is just ten yards ahead, a little to the left. There were ten people gathered in a semi-circle around us, none closer than ten yards. No sign of Neveah.”

I didn’t respond but instead put a little more life into my smile. 

“You claim to be our savior,” came a new voice, deeper and older, and I immediately thought of a Gandalf-like figure, or maybe Saruman. “Yet I sense darkness in your soul.”

I winced. “Right. I’m currently a little tainted. Happened when we were taking Peruthros. I used some black magic to keep myself alive after killing Lilith’s queen. Not good, but I didn’t have a choice.”

“One always has a choice,” said the voice. “Therein lies our chance at salvation. Can you swear to me that you have never turned your back on the Source, that you treasure it above all things, and would die to safeguard its honor across the plains?”

I went immediately to say yes, a snap answer, but then paused. Shit. “Like, ninety-five percent of the time,” I called back, heart sinking. “I did once break a vow I made in the Source’s name.”

The silence sounded very judgmental. “And I see that you travel with our dark persecutor. Did you think we would not recognize her without her armor? The woman who had slaughtered her way across these valleys in search of our home, whose very appearance strikes fear into the hearts of innocent children, and who has left a trail of broken homes, blood and tears in her wake?” The old man was working himself up into a fervor. “How dare you bring her to our doorstep! What manner of idiots do you take us to be?”

“You saw Shard!” My voice was part defiant, part desperate. “You must have recognized its provenance! That it glowed in my grip -”

“Is curious indeed, but not enough to warrant our lowering our defenses and welcoming you with open arms. No. I think not. I can guess why you have come, and you shall not have it. Consider it a courtesy that we do not slaughter you out of hand. Begone, Noah Kilmartin. Whatever struggles you face, you shall have to face with your wretched friends.”

Not good. Not good at all. 

“Wait up,” I shouted, lowering my hands as I did so. “You don’t get to just walk away like that. There’s a war going on down there, across the whole universe. Entire planets are falling to Lilith, and even now she besieges Bastion. Yeah, I know I’m not perfect. My friends aren’t perfect. But we’re all you’ve got, and unless you think you’re in a position to second-guess the Source, then you’d best accept that I’m your savior and you should do whatever it takes to help me win through.”

“Really.” The voice was frigid with its distaste. “And if I don’t?”

“Then you’re worse than I am. You’re worse than anyone who’s tainted themselves as they struggle to do what’s right.” I thought of Victor and found new strength to my words. “Because it’s better to strive to do what’s right at great cost than try and stay pure and do nothing at all. What’s that expression?”

The man sounded caught off guard. “What expression?”

“For evil to thrive, it just takes… no. All it takes for evil to thrive is for good men to do nothing.” I snapped my fingers. “That’s it. Tell me, warden. What exactly are you doing up here other than hiding? Are you doing anything at all to fight against Lilith, or just hoping this storm’s going to pass you by?”

“You know nothing of our activities or priorities,” said the old man, voice shaking with anger. “How dare you presume to judge -”

“So nothing.” I wiped my hands on my hips. “You know, maybe we did waste our time coming here after all. I thought we might be able to brainstorm a way to kill Grausch together. A way to use Valeria against the enemy, to reclaim your temple, to drive Lilith out of these mountains and then roll on down to join the good guys in their attempt to take the Black Tower. But I guess not. I guess you’re more interested in just waiting for this whole fight-for-the-universe out.”

The old man began to splutter, but before he could speak I drove on. “Tell me, warden, what’s the plan here? What are you selling the other guys to keep them holed up like a bunch of terrified children? That somebody else is going to do the heavy lifting? That heroes will appear and drive Lilith away without your needing to get involved? That you’re too important or special to risk getting caught or killed?”

“Insolent whelp,” snarled the old man, the anger in his voice enough to curdle the mists. “Continue speaking in this way and -”

I stepped forward, my anger turning to rage. “And you’ll what? Huh? You’ll kill me where I stand? You self-righteous asshole. Go on then! Kill the savior. And for the rest of your days, you’ll be able to tell people that your single greatest contribution to this fucking war against Lilith was to kill the savior when he came to you for help. Some fine fucking epitaph that’s going to prove. You make me sick!”

The silence ached in the wake of my words. I was shaking, I realized, my hands clenched so tightly into fists that my knuckles hurt and my nails were digging into my palms. 

“You speak with the naive ignorance of youth,” said the old man’s voice at last, now rigid and cold, shot through with eons of disdain and superiority. “You see by the finite struggle ahead of you and think it all important. There have been saviors before you. There will be saviors after. And perhaps the next one shall be worthy of our help. Not in such… foul company, nor with a soul so sullied that I am surprised Shard does not burn your palm. I will condescend to offer you my blessings, Noah. But that is all you shall get from me.”

Fuck. 

“Master,” came a new voice. That of a young man struggling for a respectful tone. “Please forgive my temerity, but perhaps this is worth learning-”

“Silence!” It was bewildering to not be able to see any of these people, to just be hearing their argument through the fog. “How dare you speak out of turn? Begone, Noah, and you shall attend me my study, Mersal, once -”

“I beg your forgiveness as well,” said a second voice, that of a woman perhaps in her twenties, though it was hard to gauge. “For three months we’ve waited in the dark, waited for a sign from the Source that it was time to act, or so you said, and now -”

“I will not discuss our private concerns on our doorstep like a common fishwife,” said the old man, voice trembling with rage. “How dare you? Have you lost your minds? Cease this insurrection at once!”

“No,” said the first voice, Mersal. “It’s with extreme regret that I must insist on speaking. We cannot send this savior away, master. We must act, while there is yet time.”

“Agreed,” said the young woman, and then two or three other voices chimed in, a chorus of agreement.

I didn’t know where to look. What to do. Should I go pick up Shard? Speak up? Try to sway these new figures further to our cause?

“I see that your youth and impatience are clouding your judgment, and I own that it is hard to exercise patience in the face of so much strife. However, this is not a true savior, but rather a callow imposter, and perhaps it would be best to prove it to you all by removing him as a source of temptation - arghk!”

The old man’s voice choked off in surprise and pain. Shouts sounded out from all sides. Imogen let out an imperious cry, pressed her palm to the ground, and the fog thinned about us, receding as if consumed by the very air, revealing a dozen men and women gathered about us, an old man with a lustrous white beard that reached nearly down to his belt pulled back onto his heels by Neveah, whose wicked demon blade was pressed firmly across his throat.

“Nobody move,” she said, voice quiet yet somehow carrying, the utter lack of emotional affect more chilling and convincing than any kind of scream could have been. “Any act of aggression shall see this man’s head severed from his body.”

“Neveah,” I said, raising my hands in what I hoped was a placating manner. “Easy, all right? Let’s, ah, not kill the leader of our allies, yeah? Might make the wrong impression.”

“Let… me… go…” hissed the old man.

“He’s using psyche-imperium,” said Imogen, raising her hand in alarm. 

Neveah, however, pressed her blade closer into his throat, causing him to let out a high-pitched cry, and with brutal efficiency drove her foot into his calf, slamming him down to one knee and nearly taking his head off as she did so. “No magic,” she whispered. “Don’t test me again.”

“Neveah?” I took a step closer. “Do me a favor and let him go?”

She looked over at me and raised an eyebrow. “The moment I remove my blade he’ll blast us both with heavenfire.”

“What is this?” Mersal’s voice came from a surprisingly skinny youth with bad skin. A shock of red hair rose from his head like a living flame and glared in outrage at Neveah. “Is this how the savior seeks our help?”

“He threatened Noah,” said Neveah, voice still utterly calm. “That I won’t allow.”

“He did?” I thought back to his words: need I remove this evil source of temptation… “Damn. He did. I’m sure he didn’t mean it.”

“He did,” said Neveah. “I saw him raise his hands in your direction.”

“No,” said Mersal. “Master Agarond would never have… no. Master? You weren’t about to… were you?”

The old man was gargling against the blade of Neveah’s edge. She relented, relaxing a fraction so he could breathe.

“Do you not see?” The old man’s voice came in a rush. “Look at his company! He assaults my person! He is no savior, he does not deserve the blade! Better we take it from him and return it to Bastion -” He choked off as Neveah pulled the sword back in. 

“Remarkably stupid to say that out loud,” said Brielle, stepping up next to me.

“Not if he expects his underlings to take it as an order,” said Imogen, stepping up on my other side. 

“Do you?” I focused on Mersal, who was exchanging wide-eyed glances with his companions. “Do you intend to kill me and take my blade?”

“I - no.” Mescal underscored his words with a violent shake of his head. “That’s… that’s madness. To kill the savior?”

“Fools…” Agarond gritted his teeth. In rapid succession, a bright golden ward pulsed out from his center, but Neveah’s demon blade cut straight through it so that it collapsed as quickly as it appeared. She went to hack off his head, but he raised his hand with terrible speed, so fast I didn’t see it go from before him to around her blade, stopping it before she could slice more than his skin. His other arm whipped behind him, hand latching onto her heel, and he yanked her leg out.

Shouts, alarm, Brielle lifting her flaming sword. I began to run forward, but Neveah was too fast. She went with his trip, turning what should have been a fall square onto her back into an incredibly tight summersault, leg whipping up and around to land in a crouch, the tip of her demon blade punching through Agarond’s chest to emerge glistening with blood a foot out of his sternum.

Everybody froze. Agarond opened his mouth in disbelief as he stared down at the curved blade. He raised his hand, touched its steel length, then croaked and toppled forward, sliding slowly off the sword to the mountainside.

“Shit,” I said, straightening up. 

The other wardens were staring glassy-eyed at Agarond’s corpse. Neveah thwipped the blood off her sword and returned to a battle stance, legs slightly bent, blade held up at a forty-five-degree angle, eyes narrowed as she waited for the first attack.

Which was about to come from all sides. I saw hands rise, mouths open to shout, chests swell as deep breaths were taken, and in that split second before everything went to hell I bellowed out, “WAIT!”

I stepped forward, not giving anyone time to act. “This is madness! You all know this, madness for us to fight each other! Grausch is our true enemy. Mersal, you said it yourself, to kill the savior? Idiocy! To stand back as the war wages? Cowardice! Come on! Wait a god damn second. If you want to kill me and mine after I’m done talking, you can go right ahead and try.”

Mersal was glaring at Neveah, shoulders rising and falling with what was no doubt a rush of adrenaline and horror. “You - you killed Master Agarond -”

Brielle’s scorn was withering. “Don’t be a child. He threatened Noah, not once, but twice. Did you honestly expect us to do nothing in the face of such danger?” She strode forward, long-legged, exuding imperial disdain and utterly unafraid. “The man was your master and warden but he was clearly a craven fool. Are you cut from similar cloth? Will you continue to cower in your cave while Lilith destroys the universe?”

The dozen or so wardens exchanged glances once more, their expressions dubious. When they looked to Agarond’s corpse I saw no sorrow or remorse; rather speculation, perhaps relief, some even with anger. 

Their master had clearly not been beloved.

“I am Princess Brielle Isladis, heir to the Burning Throne, great-granddaughter of King Jaran, first of his name, who with the help of the Wandering Magus began the long process of fortifying Bastion against the incursions of Lilith. My grandfather, father, and now my brother and I have dedicated our lives to serving the Source, and I tell you true: Noah Kilmartin is the last hope of the universe, and if you do not do everything within your power to help him succeed in his mission, your names shall go down in infamy as the wretches who helped Lilith destroy the universe by refusing him aid when he was most in need.”

I saw more than one face go pale, and even the older wardens looked appropriately awed.

“Now,” said Brielle, moving on as if the matter were settled. “You may be wondering precisely what form of assistance we are in need of. Very well. We wish to kill Grausch, liberate our friend who is in his clutches, and then return with all haste to the plains below to help in the destruction of Lilith’s forces and the recapturing of the Black Tower. This is it, wardens. This is the last moment. The last battle. There will be no more saviors after this. No more opportunities to squander. Either you rise to the occasion and prove your dedication to the Source, or you damn the universe forever due to your doubts, fear, and cowardice.”

Damn. I crossed my arms. Why had I even tried to do any of the convincing?

Brielle turned in a slow circle. “Well? Are you prepared to do your duty by the Source?”

Mersal took a deep, shuddery breath, and stepped forward. “I am, princess. I suffered long enough under Agarond’s restrictions. I’ll do whatever it takes to help you and the savior succeed.”

“As will I,” said a young woman.

More wardens were emerging from a shadowed cave entrance just ahead, a stream of emotions passing over their faces as they apprehended what had transpired. The wardens quickly formed into groups, arguing and conferring with each other, but more and more of them stepped forward to offer their help until a square-shouldered man with a shaved head and the face of an anvil stepped up to point at Valeria.

“Her hands are drenched in blood. I know her. I saw her put fire to Cliffside not a week ago and torture everyone to death. You honestly mean for me to fight alongside her?”

Valeria’s face went pale and then flushed. 

“She was corrupted by Lilith,” I said, pitching my voice so that everyone could hear. “I’ve since broken that hold, and she’s her own person again. One of my five sacred companions. I swear it on my honor as the savior that she is a worthy companion.”

The man shook his head. “No. Cliffside is but one of her crimes. We call her the Reaping Shadow for all the harm she’s done. She and hers have killed over a hundred innocents this past month. Torched three villages that I know of, and tortured men, women, and children to death in the hopes of finding us. I won’t fight beside the likes of her, and your willingness to do so calls to question your honor as savior.”

There was an ugly rumble of agreement.

“I’ve told you,” I said. “She was ensorcelled. Her will was not her own. You can’t blame her for what she did while under Lilith’s control.”

A tall, wiry woman with a prominent nose and bony shoulders shook her head. “Tell that to the orphans. The parents who lost their children. All those who died. You may not want to blame her, but that doesn’t change what she did.”

“You aren’t listening,” I began, but the first man cut in.

“No. You’re not listening. I can sympathize with her being corrupted, but I won’t forgive. Friends of mine died. People - people who were special to me. I saw her laugh as she gutted - as she gutted -”

Neveah slid her blade home into its scabbard with a soft whisssk and cut in, voice as calm and low as before. “And where were you while this was happening?”

The man’s head snapped up. “I was following Master Agarond’s orders. I hid as soon as the company appeared. I had no choice.”

“You had every choice,” said Neveah. “You allowed this to happen through inaction. You are as much to blame as she is.”

The man’s face darkened. “I am a warden of the crystal web, and was under strict orders from my direct superior -”

“No.” Neveah’s tone brooked no dissent. “You hid behind those orders, and in doing so abdicated all rights to outrage or condemnation. You could have acted. You chose not to. It is the height of hypocrisy to blame Valeria for being forced to act when you willingly chose not to act at all.”

The man growled and raised his palm toward her. I felt the churning vortex of power that began to form in his palm. Neveah’s hand dropped to the hilt of her blade, but before anything could happen Mersal reached out and shoved the man’s hand wide.

“Enough, Gerick. We all have to accept our part in this. I knew it was wrong to hide but wasn’t able to reason my way out of my obedience to the master. That was my failing, and I’ll spend the rest of my life atoning for it.”

“I’ll not fight beside her,” said Gerick. “I don’t care what you say.”

“Nor I,” said the tall, wiry woman.

Another six or seven wardens voiced a similar stance. They all moved to stand together to one side, halving the wardens almost neatly in the process.

“Fine,” I said. “If that’s how it’s to be, then so be it. The rest of us -”

“Wait,” said Valeria, stepping past me to confront the group. “I understand your hatred. I feel it for myself. I understand if looking at me makes you want to vomit. Being myself makes me sick. I won’t make any defense for what I did. Those memories are seared into my memory. But I won’t let my past actions reduce Noah’s chance of success. If my presence is what holds you back, then fine. Let’s take care of that. Go ahead. I offer up my life so that the universe may be saved.”

“Valeria?” Outrage and horror filled me. “What are you -”

“Noah?” Her voice was soft, but it stopped me just the same. “Please. Respect my decision. I can’t. I just can’t keep on with - with what I’ve done. Especially if it’s going to ruin your chances of - everything. I did those things. I’ll pay the price. Please. Please.”

I wanted to protest. To say no. To find the magic combination of words that would undo her pain and self-loathing. But nothing came. I could barely countenance my own recent past. How I could demand she do the same for hers? 

“Valeria,” I said, “there’s another way. You don’t have to do this.”

“Yes,” she said. “I’m so sorry. I do.”

She turned toward the wardens, knelt upon the rocky slope, and bowed her head.

Her voice was a whisper that cut me to the bone. “I won’t fight back. Exact your justice.”

 


Chapter 39

 


 

Gerick stepped up to stand before Valeria. I saw Neveah glance my way, as if asking for guidance, but I kept my face blank even as my thoughts whirled like a tempest. I couldn’t let this happen - could I? Was Valeria’s life her own to give, or was it for me to intercede and force her to live? 

A hand closed around my arm. Imogen. She didn’t look up at me, but her grip was firm. 

“Don’t,” she whispered, voice filled with heartache. “Don’t take this from her.”

I wanted to tear my arm away, to hurl a levenbolt at Gerick for even considering harming Valeria. But the sight of her on her knees, golden head bowed, shoulders slumped, paralyzed me. 

Something greater than I could understand was in the balance. Something infinitely fragile that I would destroy if I intervened. I clenched my fists and said nothing.

Gerick raised his palm and a swirling ball of electricity formed before his fingers. It flickered and coruscated as it swirled endlessly about. 

Valeria didn’t look up.

Gerick’s face was illuminated from beneath by the flickering light, his eyes wide, his broad lips pulled back into a grimace that then became a silent snarl.

Nobody moved. 

The moment stretched out - and then Gerick cursed and dashed his hand aside, dismissing the levenbolt, and stepping back with a curse.

Valeria looked up, blinking as if emerging from a stupor.

“Curse you,” said Gerick, his voice raw. “Curse your filthy trick of throwing yourself at my mercy. How am I supposed to murder you in cold blood?”

“People do it all the time,” said Valeria. “They call it justice.”

Gerick hunched his shoulders. “This is no justice. There is no justice to be found anywhere in Ghogiel. Such a notion has been drowned in blood. Is what you did just? Or - or what I refused to do? Would killing you now make things better? Innocent as you seem of your own misdeeds?”

His words seared the air, and nobody moved to answer. 

Tears ran down Valeria’s cheeks once more. “I’m sorry.”

“And that’s the worst of it.” Gerick spat. “You. Kneeling before me. Pitying my inability to act again.”

“Acting or not acting is a choice,” said Neveah, releasing her blade’s hilt. “Even passivity is a choice. You have chosen to not act. It is not that you are unable.”

“Damn you and your platitudes,” snarled Gerick. “Whatever the reason, I won’t kill you in cold blood. But it doesn’t mean you’re forgiven. I’ll be watching. The first sign I see of your relapsing, of your acting as you once did, and I’ll be there to blast your head off.”

Valeria smiled through her tears. “I thank you for that promise. I’d have it no other way.”

“Bah!” Gerick threw up his hands in disgust and stormed back up the slope to disappear into the cave.

Neveah extended her hand to Valeria, who took it in a warrior’s clasp, each grasping the other’s wrist. She rose and bowed her head. “Thank you.”

“There’s nothing to thank me for,” said Neveah. 

I stepped forward. “Who leads now that Agarond’s dead.”

The wardens looked at each other. “Timan is the next eldest,” said a slender girl.

All eyes turned to a middle-aged man who’d remained quiet in the background. He was prematurely balding and had the face of a genial librarian who has come across a defaced book. 

“I am indeed next in line,” he said, voice soft. “But it was Mersal that set us upon this path. I cannot say if the Source moves through him, but I pray it is so. I will follow his lead.”

Mersal’s face colored. “I - Timan! That’s… I mean -”

Timan’s smile was sad. “I do you no favors, my friend.”

Mersal sucked in a deep breath and gave a jerky nod. “Very well. Then as the new Master of our group, I formally extend an invitation to you, savior, and your companions, to enter our abode and have some tea while we deliberate on our next steps.”

“Tea would be lovely,” I said, giving him a half bow in an effort to match his struggling attempt at formality. “Thank you.”

Wardens took our horses to the side, we secured our weapons, and then followed Mersal into the cave. It was surprisingly spacious, the floor rough but even, and a large fire was burning in an ancient chimney that had been carved directly into the wall. Other caves opened up off the sides, and I espied bedrolls laid out in several of them, lanterns burning gave off a soft and welcoming illumination.

Short, roughly made benches were set in concentric rings around a single stool set hard by the fireplace. Mersal walked through them to reach the stool, which he considered with a clenched jaw. I saw a vein flutter in the side of his neck, and then he gave a brisk nod, turned, and sat down upon it.

The others filtered in as tea was made and poured, and soon eighteen wardens were gathered, all clad in the same eggshell white robes, their ages ranging from teenagers to middle age. All wore the same serious expression as they gazed at Mersal. My friends and I took the empty benches at the front.

“Our crystal was the last to fall,” said Mersal, voice tight with nerves. “We don’t know why, though Agarond claimed it was due to our spiritual purity. I never found that convincing. Timan has floated the hypothesis that it might be because we were the farthest from the Tower when it fell. Others have wondered if it wasn’t because our crystal was supposed to be the eldest. Regardless, we flew on for a year or so after the others fell, only to finally crash in the mountains here a year ago.”

I sipped from my tea. It was made of some minty herb sweetened with honey. Delicious.

“Grandmaster illirio-Gathene died in his attempt to keep the crystal flying at the very end, burning himself out and collapsing upon the glass throne. Master Agarond assumed command, though he hadn’t passed the Three Trials nor been acclaimed by the council. For eight months we attempted to revive the crystal, to blow its flickering flame back into a righteous fire, but it was beyond our abilities.

“Meanwhile we reached out to the sparse network of villages, offering them aid in exchange for food. The remoteness of this location had saved them from Lilith’s attention, and for a while, we hoped that we might build an enclave, and remain safe until we could heal the crystal once more.”

“But then Grausch came,” I said.

“Yes.” Mersal stared down into his tea. “Agarond sensed his approach through the crystal and ordered us to evacuate before he arrived. He claimed it was too dangerous to risk falling into Grausch’s hands, for who knew what a Hexenmagi of Lilith might do if armed with our knowledge of the crystal web? Already we could sense other crystals being suborned and perverted in Lilith’s final attempt to utterly conquer Chokmah. If Grausch captured him, Agarond claimed, it would be the end of the world. So we abandoned the crystal and fled.”

Brielle crossed one leg over the other, causing Mersal to quickly look away. “Agarond sounds like a coward.”

“Perhaps,” said Mersal. “I wanted to stand and fight. But he also asked me what would happen if we defeated Grausch, and we all knew the answer to that: more of Lilith’s warriors and magi would come, till we were overrun.”

“So what was his plan?” I asked. “Just hide and wait till…?”

“He said the Source would provide,” said Mersal softly. “That it would reveal our right course of action in time if we were patient.”

I stirred uneasily. “And here I am.”

“And here you are,” said Mersal. “The savior of the universe. What would you have us do, Noah?”

“One of my companions is being held prisoner within the crystal,” I said. “I must recover her. I want your help in defeating Grausch so as to do so.”

Mersal pursed his lips and glanced past me at the others. “Do you have a plan?”

“I was hoping we could come up with one together, given your understanding of the crystal and its interior. Valeria says we can’t just storm the crystal and fight our way through. Grausch is too powerful now with the crystal’s power at his command. What do you think?”

“That is so,” said Mersal. “The crystal’s power is greatly diminished, almost gone. But it is still such that it would elevate Grausch to archmagus levels. He would have no difficulty in killing us all within the crystal proper.”

“There’s got to be something,” I said. “Some angle we can use. You said the crystal was damaged. Is there a way to finish breaking it, so as to stop him from using its power?”

I felt the wave of outrage pass through the ranks behind me. Mersal’s face paled. “Desecrate the crystal further? We can’t do that.”

“Can’t or won’t?” asked Brielle.

“Won’t,” said Mersal. “That would be an act of greatest heresy. And yes, I know what you’re going to say. To leave the crystal in Grausch’s hands is worse, and so forth. But you would be wrong. The crystal is a conduit for the power that flows forth from Kether, the prime sphere where Bastion stands. If the crystals are destroyed, then that power will be cut off from the rest of the universe. Life as we know it will wither and die. The crystals are in many ways the very soul of all living things.”

“Gotcha,” I said, tapping at my lips. I tried not to think of the huge crystal beneath Peruthros and what had been done to it. 

Imogen leaned forward. “Could you share a little more about the nature of the damage done to the crystal?”

“Timan?” prompted Mersal.

We all turned to where the older man sat, who interlaced his fingers and leaned forward with a frown. 

“I am no grandmaster, nor even a master,” said Timan. “And thus my knowledge is circumscribed by my own ignorance and inexperience. But the primary source of damage dealt to the crystal web occurred when Lilith was able to capture the White Tower at the center of Chokmah and infect the Hallowed Nexus with her magic.” He paused, seeing my confusion. “The Nexus is the portal through which Kether’s divine energy flows into Chokmah. Kether represents the first and purest emanation of the Source, the first moment of creation. It reflects the first moment of first motion before the non-self turns into self. All are unified and indivisible in Kether and beyond human comprehension. When that energy passes into Chokmah through the Nexus, however, it becomes an infinite source of unshaped creative potential, the point of origin of all dynamics and the beginning of perception.”

I squirmed in my seat. It was kind of awkward to not understand this all fully yet. “So, ah, how do folks live in a sphere of unshaped creative potential?”

Timan smiled. “Our presence across the breadth of Chokmah in large part is what helps the energy of Kether coalesce into that inchoate creative energy. The act of our existing and perceiving act as the lens through which that energy is unified and prepared for the shaping and binding that once occurred in Binah - which is now, of course, Satoriel since that sphere fell to Lilith. The energies of Kether flowed into Chokmah through the Nexus, spread through the leylines and crystals, and were then emanated into Binah, much as water vapor rises to form the clouds high above us in the sky.”

I gave a dubious nod.

“However, when Lilith infected the Nexus with her magic, the crystal web was damaged by the polluted energy. Many of the wardens were killed by that initial surge, and our ability to maintain the web’s integrity was compromised. The crystals began to fall, and with their collapse life in Chokmah began to wither and die. Some of us were able to keep flying, but one by one we fell to earth as our wardens burned themselves out fighting Lilith’s evil. When our crystal fell, the last to do so, Chokmah was finally deprived of almost all of Kether’s energies. Trees, grass, everything began to wither and die. Ash began to rain from the heavens, the rivers and lakes grew polluted, and animals ceased to give birth to healthy offspring if at all.”

Gerick was leaning against the far wall, arms crossed. “Though Lilith’s not crazy enough to completely cut off all energy from Chokmah. She’s allowing a trickle to come through which she guides toward her followers, allowing them to live and thrive.”

“True enough,” said Timan. “Even Lilith would perish if she cut off all energy from Kether; creation itself would disappear. As things stand, Chokmah - or Ghogiel, as many now call it, has felt the impact of this infection first. The other spheres will slowly succumb as we have as new energy fails to flow into them. I imagine Binah - sorry, Satoriel - has already begun to fade and die. In time, all life, all vegetation, all animals, shall perish, till Lilith rules supreme in the darkness of the void, and Bastion falls to her will, opening up the unknowable power of the Source to her direct assault.”

That kind of cast a pall over the crowd.

“This infection,” said Imogen. “What form did it take? Magical parasites? A pollution of Kether’s very energy?”

“Initially it was a shockwave that ruptured controls, shattered casements, and destabilized the very conduits through which Kether’s energies flowed,” said Timan. “The geometric perfection of the crystals were necessary to channel Kether’s energies flawlessly. The damage done by that shockwave resulted in physical damage to the crystals, along with the corruption of the magical wards that held the leylines in place. The crystal’s ability to channel energy were greatly reduced, like a cracked urn’s ability to hold water. Now but a trickle passes through them, all that they can bear.”

“Hold on,” I said. “What happened to that excess energy?”

“We don’t know,” said Timan. “It’s not flowing into the land, obviously. It’s not passing into Binah. Agarond’s assumption was that it is ceasing to flow into Chokmah at all, that the infected Nexus is now acting like a dam.”

“Or perhaps the crystal’s reduced capacity is the limiting factor,” said Imogen. “After all, they now conduct only that which their limited capacity allows. If they were healed, perhaps they would conduct more.”

“Perhaps,” said Timan, spreading his hands. “We can but speculate.”

“And Grausch is tapping this trickle directly,” I said.

“Yes. He is fortunate that it is but a trickle. It takes centuries of training for a grandmaster warden to manage the full flow of Kether’s energies through a healthy crystal, and even they would be burned to a cinder if they sought to do more than dip their fingers into that stream.”

I perked up. “So too much power is bad?”

Timan’s smile was just shy of condescending. “A hard concept to accept, I know. But yes. A magic user’s sanctum can only handle so much raw magic, that quantity being determined by their connection to their sanskaras and ability to cleanse, connect, and channel.”

“And you get burned to a cinder if you take on too much?” I asked.

“What are you thinking?” asked Mersal. 

“I know what he’s thinking,” said Imogen, eyes gleaming as she sat up straight. “It is a very dangerous idea and I like it a lot.”

“We can’t force more power into the crystal,” said Timan. “Its own weaknesses prevent more of Kether’s energies from flowing through.”

“Sure,” I said, “but is it possible for us to pour our own power into the crystal? There are over twenty of us here. If we provoked Grausch, and just when he went to reach for his power we dumped everything we had into the crystal, would that overload it enough to hurt him?”

Timan frowned. “Pour energy into the crystal? I don’t know. I’ve never heard of the like.”

Mersal sat forward, expression eager. “It should be possible, however. Right? One of us would have to connect to the crystal’s core, and act as a conduit to the others, who would pour their energies through that person into the crystal’s reservoir.”

“Wait,” I said. “If one of us can tap the crystal’s core, why couldn’t that person draw on the crystal’s power and fry Grausch?”

“You must be seated on the glass throne to draw from the crystal,” said Mersal. “We’d never get close. But we could perhaps pour energy into the crystal from another location. Think of it as a barrel with a spigot. You can only draw forth the water at the tap, but you can pour water in through the top as much as you like.”

“All right,” I said, fighting down my excitement. “What would it take to set that up, and would it be enough?”

“Note that doing so would leave us utterly defenseless,” said Imogen.

“Not true,” said Valeria.

Mersal was looking to Timan, who was looking at Gerick. 

“What do you think?” asked Timan.

Gerick rubbed at the back of his head. “Hard to say. We’d have to be inside the crystal if we were to pull this off, but entering the crystal immediately puts us in Grausch’s power.”

“Hold up,” I said, leaping to my feet and beginning to pace. “Could you all pour your energy into Imogen’s reservoir?”

“Theoretically, sure,” said Timan. “But that would destroy her.”

“Not if she opened a channel to me,” I said, and met her eyes. “We could open an aperture between your reservoir and mine. You’d simply pass the energy through to me.”

“You would have to be in place within the crystal,” she said. “Or you would be destroyed in turn.”

“Right,” I said. “The question is whether we can transfer that energy at a distance. Because if so, then you all don’t need to come. Imogen, you’d stay out of sight with the wardens, and when the time came you’d pass the energy on to me.”

“That’s not possible,” said Gerick, voice flat with authority. “Transference is only possible with physical contact. Too much energy is lost to the air if one attempts to do so at a distance. Even a yard will result in most of the magic being lost.”

“Don’t know if you heard,” I said, “but I’m kind of special. My bond with my companions is unique. We’re discovering what we’re capable of every day. I think it could work.”

“What are you proposing, exactly?” asked Valeria. “That I pretend to have captured you, and escort you inside the crystal?”

“Sure,” I said. “Let’s take Neveah too. She can leave her blade behind and then summon it when needed.”

“Foolish in the extreme,” said Gerick. “To send the savior to Grausch? His power within the crystal is near absolute. Is your companion worth risking the whole universe?”

“They all are,” I said, holding Valeria’s gaze. “That and Grausch won’t kill me. He’ll want to hand me over to Lilith. I’ll just need to know what to do once I’m inside so as to download all the power you guys send my way.”

“This will be a complex undertaking,” said Imogen. “The wardens and I will need hours before to bond and open channels between ourselves so that their power can flow into me. The timing will have to be exquisite.”

“Sure,” I said. “But what do I have to do when I’m inside?”

“That’s another hurdle you can’t understand,” said Gerick. “You do not have the training nor the power to connect with the crystal’s reservoir. You can’t do it.”

“Don’t underestimate me,” I said.

“It’s not a question of your ability,” said Timan. “Gerick is right. Connecting with the crystal’s reservoir is a complex undertaking. Wardens train for years, if not decades before they’re allowed to attempt such a thing. The crystals are protected by… it’s hard to explain.” He waved his hand in frustration. “Imagine an endless labyrinth with no exit surrounding the crystal’s core. Our rituals and discipline allow us to navigate this defense and others, passing through and bonding with the crystal’s power.”

“That’s what Grausch is working on,” said Valeria. “Navigating those defenses so that he can access the reservoir more fully.”

“And why Agarond didn’t want to fall into his hands,” said Mersal. “He didn’t want to hand the keys over to Grausch, as it were.”

I tried to not let my enthusiasm deflate too much. “Can you teach me?”

“Assuredly,” said Timan.

“We just need five or six years,” said Gerick with a cruel smile. “The mantras are incredibly complex, and -”

“You forget who you address,” said Imogen.

Gerick pushed off the wall. “I meant no disrespect -”

“No,” said Imogen. “That’s not what I am referring to. Noah is the savior. The crystals are the Source’s creation. He may have it within him the power to connect with the crystals without this training.”

“That’s a really risky bet,” said Gerick.

“I don’t think it is,” said Imogen with quiet confidence. “I’ve already witnessed Noah perform miracles and feats of magic that would have taken any other years if not decades to accomplish. We cannot discount his connection to the Source, or the miracles that might be within his purview.”

Gerick hmrphed. “That all falls outside my own purview. If you want to count on his being able to work miracles, then sure. Sounds like a grand plan.”

Imogen smiled sweetly at him. “I’m glad you’re in agreement.”

“Sounds like we’ve got some details to hash out,” I said. “Let’s get on it. I want Emma out of that cell by tonight.”

Timan spluttered, spitting tea out across his lap and the floor. “Tonight?”

“Tonight,” I said. “It’ll take us a day and a half to reach the crystal. We don’t have any time to waste, and I won’t let her stay prisoner for a second longer than necessary.”

 

* * *

 

The crystal loomed out of the fog like a ship hoving into view, its geometric lines unnatural after seeing nothing but the rugged slopes of the mountains all day. It looked as big as a skyscraper, and projected out at an oblique angle from the crater it had smashed into the rocks. There was something irrevocably menacing about its dull, dark surface, and the wind didn’t help any by moaning like a tormented soul as it rushed by.

Valeria half turned her horse toward us. “Best hand of your blade, Noah.”

I undid the straps holding Shard’s scabbard to my hip and tossed it over. “Try not to lose that.”

She gave me a mirthless smile. “No promises.”

Neveah unshouldered her own sword, drew it, and then flung it point down into the dirt by her mount’s hooves like a spear, where it impaled itself several inches deep with a crunch. 

Valeria winced. “Don’t you care about the point?”

Neveah raised an eyebrow. “It would take more than gravel to dull Morghothilim.”

“Fair enough,” said Valeria. “Still. Seeing someone shove their sword into the dirt like that… Anyway, when we draw close to the base I’ll be adopting my old persona. I only hope it will convince them with my armor gone.”

“Best tie our wrists then,” I said.

Valeria did so, binding our hands together with impressive looking knots that did little to truly keep us imprisoned. A quick wriggle and my hands would slip free. After tying Neveah in a similar fashion, she took both lengths of rope and urged her horse forward, toward that leaning monolith’s side.

I couldn’t help but gaze up at the crystal as we drew closer. It reminded me of some WWII blimp emerging from the clouds, the same dark gray as the Hindenburg in those old photographs I’d seen online. But close up I saw numerous cracks and fissures crisscrossing its sides, and entire chunks littered the path as we rode up to a flimsy wooden ramp that had been built up to an opening wherein a couple of men stood guard.

Stood guard is too generous a term for it. One was clearly asleep, folded up against the doorway, sword across his lap. The other was whittling a piece of wood, head down, carving something that looked like an octopus. At the sound of our horses’ hoofbeats, he leaped up, tossing aside his carving knife and fumbling his spear as he kicked his friend’s boots and peered out at us.

“Who goes - oh. Mistress Valeria?”

Valeria didn’t deign to respond. She led our mounts right up to the base of the wooden ramp, which I saw had only looked flimsy when contrasted with the size of the crystal. In truth it was made of massive logs lashed together, like a castle drawbridge. 

“See to our horses,” she said, voice cold as the void, then yanked on our ropes. Hard. I fell right out of Dapple’s saddle to crash to the ground, the air exploding from my lungs. Neveah fared better, anticipating Valeria by only a fraction of a second so that she fell into a stumbling squat, rising to her feet after a moment of precarious wobbling. 

“Yes mistress,” said one of the men, rushing down the ramp to take hold of the reins. “And, ah, the others?”

The men we’d killed, I realized. A fantastic question.

Which Valeria simply ignored by striding past him and up the ramp, tugging us along after. 

Both men studied us with avaricious curiosity, but clearly they didn’t dare push Valeria any further. Up the ramp we went, feet finding purchase on deep grooves cut perpendicular to the logs and then stepped into the crystal proper. 

It felt as if my head had been turned into a tuning fork and then struck with a hammer. A dissonant peal rang out within the depths of my mind and I reeled, would have put out my hand for balance if it had been free. A score of images flickered through my mind’s eye, too fast to catch, though I caught brief flashes of the crystal in flight, faces I didn’t recognize, heard laughter, screams, and then a massive bell pealing as if calling townspeople to come collect their dead.

I stumbled against the hallway’s side, dizzier than I’d imagined, and pushed out both hands to catch myself. My skin brushed against the crystal wall, and something really, really weird happened.

My consciousness was sucked out of my head, and for a second, perhaps less than that, it seemed to stream out to encompass the whole of the crystal’s corpus, its vast geometries, its planes and angles, the many hallways and chambers within its heart. It’s not that my mind traveled across or through it but rather was stretched so that it encompassed all of the crystal simultaneously. As if, for a split second, I became the crystal and was aware of it in its entirety.

The experience was terrible. It felt as if my mind were a rubber band pulled to snapping, but not in just two directions, but every direction. My stomach tried to invert itself, my gorge rose, and hot bile flooded into the back of my throat. I screamed and wrenched my mind back from that vision, that sense of being, and realized that I’d fallen to my knees and was shaking like a leaf, sweat pouring from every pore.

Valeria was gazing down at me with cold disdain, but I could see the fear glimmering in the depths of her eyes. “Get up.”

I tried, but my legs felt like boiled noodles. Almost, I reached out to push off the wall, only to snatch my hands back at the last second.

Whom have you brought to me, Valeria?

The voice sounded within my mind, cultured and bored.

“This is Noah,” said Valeria. “The last savior of the universe. This is his sword, Shard. With him is Neveah, the only companion of his that didn’t die in our attack.”

It was as if the very air around me dilated like an irising door in a spaceship. I felt something or someone focus on me with incredible intensity, causing the lines and distances of the walls and hallway about us to distort and stretch out while simultaneously contracting and curl into spirals.

That didn’t help my nauseous stomach any. 

Noah Kilmartin? You have brought him to me? Skepticism and wonder in his voice. Why have you done such a thing?

Valeria’s gaze was as flat as that of a dead fish’s. “He was weak. He didn’t come when I needed him. His weakness betrayed him. He’s not fit to be the savior. He’s not fit to be anything but another annotation in the history of Lilith’s conquering of the universe.”

Is that so.

I tried to read the voice. Was he going for it? Did he believe her? 

I’m afraid I don’t trust you, Valeria. I don’t know what ploy you are attempting to execute, but it ends here. Thank you for your service.

He was supposed to command Valeria to bring me to him. I was supposed to pass by one of the interfaces where I could place my palm over a receptor and gain access to the crystal’s network. Valeria had guessed that Alice and her acolytes would process us - but we’d been wrong.

The air around Valeria brightened as if a train were barreling up behind her, outlining her body in cruel brilliance. The air began to warp, and I sensed more than saw the blades of force begin rushing toward her from every angle, intent on cutting her into quivering, bloody chunks.

No time no time no time to -

I shoved my palm against the wall. 

Again, my will, my very sense of self was sucked out through my hand, stretching to cover the far reaches of the crystal, but this time I was ready. I pulled away, wrenched my consciousness back into my skull and saw as a consequence the gleaming latticework of glowing white ropes extending out in every direction all around me, the structure of the crystal, and through those conduits I made out Grausch’s presence, channeling his spell with terrible power to where Valeria stood.

To destroy her.

I screamed, and like a child dashing an image in a reflection away, smashed my sense of self into those conduits, disrupting his attack, sending his lethal energies in a dozen different directions. 

Deep, shockingly loud cracks sounded from the crystal, and I felt it shiver beneath my knees. The leylines in my mind were thrown into confusion, and I felt Grausch’s shock at being stymied. Could sense him drawing deep from the crystal’s power. He was deep within the crystal, a gathering density that I felt as a pressure upon my mind. I received no visual of the man himself, but rather a sense of the scope of the magic he was about to unleash. My first block had worked mostly due to surprise. I had as much a chance to deflect his second attack as a toddler does pushing aside a Mack Truck.

I don’t know what guided me. Intuition. Instinct. The Source itself, perhaps. But beyond the density that was Grausch blazed a veritable sun. The heart of the crystal itself. I sent my consciousness flowing along a dozen channels, spearing past Grausch in the blink of the eye, and there it was, blazing before me, a bonfire of revelatory power, a font of unending energy, a speck of the Source’s own true magic.

And at that moment, I apprehended how insignificant this reservoir of power was compared to the crystal’s true capacity, saw the cracks and corruption that wreathed that searing ball of white flame, and the large conduit that went directly from its heart to where Grausch sat. 

Where Grausch was drawing upon its might with all the careless eagerness of a toddler sucking down a Coke. 

Flickerflash. Faster than thought. An unconscious decision. 

A single, blindingly fast image of those twin owl eyes, bronze and baleful as I dove into my reservoir, doing so effortlessly, sought out Imogen’s bond, slid my hand up to where it disappeared into the ether, and parted my reservoir’s wall so that she could unleash a torrent of power into my very core.

I once dunked my head in a glacial run-off in one of Montana’s national parks. That was the only experience that came even close to what I felt.

A deluge of white flame roared through her aperture, formed a tornado of impossible might within my reservoir, a screaming, raging tempest that threatened to annihilate me and consume me as an inferno might a single splinter of wood.

My screaming was sublimated into that divine roar. My skull melted like wax in a blasting furnace, my mind turned diaphanous and my very sense of self was blasted apart.

Yet somehow, despite it all, I opened my reservoir to the crystal.

The pressure behind the influx of power into my reservoir exploded out through that hole, poured forth into an instant into the crystal’s warped and corrupted internal structure, and caused holy hell to rupture the world around us.

A dozen major spiritual arteries ruptured across the crystal’s corpus. The walls flared a blinding white as if we’d suddenly dived into the sun. Everything groaned and cracked and shifted as the crystal pulled itself free of the earth’s embrace, rising for perhaps a foot, two feet into the air, and then crashed back down as that surge of magic was burned away like gasoline squirted onto a barbecue fire. 

But shot through that world-ending cacophony, that mind-blanking light show and the turbulence that seemed to shift heaven and hell was a scream. A single thread of utter horror and pain, insignificant compared to the whole but there all the same.

Mine?

No.

Grausch.

I fell back against the wall, heaving for breath, delirious, the world slipping in and out of focus as I saw Valeria buffeted by winds so powerful they knocked her up off her feet, spun her around, and then slammed her into a wall.

She fell into a heap, but I knew we’d won. Those blows were nothing compared to what Grausch had attempted to do. 

I wanted to laugh, to scream, but instead I turned over and puked my innards out as my body continued to rebel against the idea that it was actually a crystalline structure.

Footsteps pounding in our direction, voices raised in anger and consternation.

Strangers came around the corner, shouted something at us. I couldn’t understand what was said. As far as I was concerned, we stood in three shifting hallways that circled each other and occasionally overlapped, but not often. 

Neveah shouted something and then ran at the strangers. I squeezed my eyes shut, fought for breath, to make my lungs work as they should. They seemed to want to turn into rigid boxes composed of perfect right angles. 

More shouts then screams. 

I had to stand up. But where was I? In the hallway, or was I the hallway itself? My legs didn’t want to obey me, so I tried to force the floor to shove me up to my feet.

That didn’t work, and I puked again.

More screams, the shattering crash of a levenbolt. Shadows writhed over my body like an oil slick, flowing into my eyes, nostrils, and mouth, choking me.

Which made me puke again. Luckily there was nothing left to heave up, or I might have choked, but then the shadows were gone and I heard a voice desperately begging for something.

I collapsed my body onto the floor. It was easier to see what was going on if I didn’t use my eyes. Neveah had killed eleven men and women and reduced a twelfth to a sobbing wreck on her knees. 

I observed them from all angles. Blood flowed across my vision in certain places, bodies blocked it in others. From above, from the sides, from below, I watched as Neveah rested her demon blade upon the woman’s shoulder as Valeria slowly gained her feet.

There were other men approaching from further parts of me. I caused walls to slide together and press their insides out of their bodies. In fact, that seemed like such a good idea that I pressed everyone except Neveah and Valeria who stood within me into a paste.

Except for one person.

Someone stood in a small empty part of me, hands pressed together, gazing at a wall that hid one of my doors. 

I knew her. 

Better than anyone else in the world. 

Long blond hair, a face that was imprinted in countless memories, a strength and dignity and fear and hope that shook me to my crystalline core. 

Emma.

No. I wouldn’t press her into paste. 

I willed the door to her cell to open, then caused a path to illuminate down the hall that would lead her to Valeria, who had just severed the kneeling woman’s head with a single cut of her blade. 

I moved my attention to the throne room. A man lay dead upon a glass construct built to accommodate his body when sitting. I couldn’t remember his name. A narrow plinth rose before him, a sphere of perfect, flawless glass embedded in its top. 

The navigator sphere. 

I pooled my consciousness before it. Within its depths was a paradox. An endless inhalation of power that drew the mind into the crystal web, but which also gave up its mysteries to whoever gazed upon it. Through it, I could sense once more that glorious inferno that raged in my very own heart. My reservoir of power. 

I could dive into it, I realized. Lose myself forever in that glory. It would not be death, but becoming something more. Something greater. An end to limitations. An end to me, and the beginning of something far grander, a plurality I couldn’t begin to understand.

In the depths of that navigator sphere lay the universe itself. A means to join my essence with the far reaches of the stars, the endless boundaries of space, to connect my essence with every blazing sun and enjoy the song of the spheres forevermore.

The Source.

I hovered over the orb, mesmerized. Part of me was shaking and puking still, but it was as negligible. 

But a voice was calling me.

No, not me, the crystal. Calling out a name that addressed a finite part of me, a small sleeve made of flesh and blood. 

I tore my attention away from eternity to consider that voice, and ponder why it was so compelling. 

Emma was kneeling next to my body. She’d pulled the part that housed my brain onto her legs and was calling out my name.

I felt a tug, deep in my chest. 

Emma. 

Come back, I heard her say. Heard with every facet of the crystal, and with my two ears as well. Noah, come back to me.

I hesitated. I couldn’t remember why, but I knew there was a reason to return. Something as important as the grandeur and alien vistas as I’d glimpsed within the heart of the navigator stone. 

I pushed my awareness closer to my sleeve of flesh. My body. Peered at it, wondering why Emma thought it so important. 

Housed within it was a miniature tracery of conduits and channels, just like that which extended through my crystalline body. Most of it lay dark, however, untapped, asleep. An insignificant portion was lit up, and within that area, I saw a rose-colored flower and a sun hidden by dark mist. 

It was easy to pour power into my body and burn away the darkness, to reveal the sun in all its blazing glory. 

Come back, I heard Emma plead. Noah. Please. Don’t leave me.

I hesitated, on the verge of revealing and awakening the other hidden facets of the body’s conduits, to light them all up at once. But no. Emma’s distress was, in turn, causing me distress, which was translating itself into stress fractures across the length of my being. 

Interesting. My empathy for her pain was such that it was compromising my structural integrity. Almost I decided to watch and see what would happen but then decided, no. 

Best to hurry.

I drew my awareness into a pinprick, pressed my whole being into a point so dense I couldn’t hold it together any longer, and then, with the utmost care, pressed that burning fleck of immortal soul back into my body.

And awoke.

 


Chapter 40

 


 

I awoke by slow degrees. Abstract visions of blurred angles, the intersections of walls with ceilings or the lengths of corridors slowly gave way to more intelligible sights. Sensations. Warmth. The rough burr of a thick woolen blanket on my skin. Soft candlelight stealing the harshness away from the world. A presence by my side. 

No pain. Just a gradually retreating wave of disorientation, like a tide receding from a ruin-strewn shore, leaving me to pick up the pieces of myself.

I don’t know for how long I’d been lying there staring up at the rough ceiling, but suddenly I blinked and became self-aware. Nothing changed, but I went from passively staring at a jagged crack to frowning at it. 

Where was I?

I turned my head and saw someone asleep in a chair beside me, her knees hiked up under her cheek, her arms loosely wrapped around her shins. Blond hair was held back by a black band, and she looked so peaceful that I didn’t want to wake her.

Emma.

My heart lurched, my breath caught in my chest, and she opened her eyes, blinked once, focusing on me, and then smiled.

“You’re awake.”

“Hey,” I said, voice little more than a rough croak. “What happened?”

“You’re awake,” she said again, and tears glimmered in her eyes and she slid from her chair to her knees beside my bed and hugged me, squeezing me tight, head resting on my chest. “Oh, Noah. You’re back. You’re back.”

“Hey,” I said, this time in what I hoped was a comforting rasp. “I wasn’t going anywhere without you. It’s OK. Hey.”

She sat up, sniffed, and wiped tears away with the edge of her hand. “Imogen said your mind was… diffused. Unmoored. She wasn’t sure how much of you we left behind in the crystal. Nobody knew if you’d wake up. Or if you’d be you when you did.”

“Well, tough luck,” I said, pushing myself up to sitting. “Just boring old me.” I tried for a grin and mostly succeeded. “How’s tricks?”

She laughed, a despairing, exasperated, fond sound that warmed me like nothing else, and pushed her hair back. “Pretty good, you know. Same old same old.”

We simply stared at each other in the warm glow of the candlelight. I felt my heart swell, and a profound and simple happiness grow within me. I didn’t know what to say. All I could do was smile at her.

She smiled back, and then slowly climbed back up into her chair. “How are you feeling?”

I blinked and considered the question. “No pain. I don’t think.” I considered my body. It was true. My aches and pains and scrapes from a month of crossing Ghogiel were gone. They’d come to be such a constant presence I’d learned to ignore them, like the touch of clothing. Their absence made me feel strange. 

“And your… you? Your mind?”

I caught myself looking up as if trying to peer into my own brain and stopped it. “Fine, I think? I had some really weird dreams there.” I trailed off. A faint echo of alien geometries and the infinite grandeur of space passed through me, and I shuddered. “What happened? Last thing I remember is entering the crystal. Well, no. That’s not true. Wait a sec.”

I closed my eyes. There we were, following Valeria into the crystal, hands bound. Then… Grausch had attacked her. And… I winced and pressed my hand to my mind as pain lanced through me. “What the hell?”

“Imogen said you bonded on some level with the crystal’s matrix. I’ve no idea what that means, but she hypothesized that it worked like a bigger brain, expanding your mind. Returning to your own head required squeezing that capacity too tightly or - I don’t really know. She was worried you’d left parts of yourself behind, or scrambled what you returned to your head in a way that would make you inhuman.”

“Shit, yeah.” I stared at nothing, poking tentatively at my memories. What the hell? Unintelligible images and sensations arose. I didn’t know what to make of them, though I knew they were mine. With a grimace I pushed them away and focused on Emma once more. “Whatever happened, I’m fine now. I think. And you? Emma, I’m so sorry it took me so long to get here.” It felt asinine to ask, but I couldn’t think of a better way to phrase it. “Are you OK?”

She gave a tight nod and curled her hair behind her ear once more. “I’m fine. Grausch mostly just left me alone in my cell. I think on some level he forgot about me. I almost went crazy from the isolation, but compared to what happened to Valeria… oh, Noah. What she did to protect me, to protect us. How can I ever repay her?”

“I don’t know,” I said, reaching out to take her hand in mine. “We’re all doing what we can to get through this craziness. The burdens we’re taking on, I don’t even know. She’s in a rough place though. We just need to be there for her, let her know she’s loved and wanted and accepted.”

“Right,” she said, then bit her lower lip. “Poor Valeria. I tried to talk to her, but she’s all twisted up and refuses to forgive herself. I’ve heard enough to know she did some….” Her voice trailed off and she took a deep breath. “Some awful things. But that wasn’t her. Imogen said she was under Lilith’s influence. She’d never have done those things of her own volition.”

“It’s complicated,” I said, suddenly feeling old and weary. “Real complicated. But mostly: yes. You’re right.”

Again we fell into silence, looking at each other, and it felt surreal to finally be with her once more, to have her here with me in Ghogiel. 

“It’s good to see you,” I said.

“Meh, I guess I’m glad you showed up,” she said with a wry smile. “But damn, Noah. You could have spent less time working out and more time hustling to get here.”

“Working out…?” I blinked and then pressed my hand to my chest. Huh. I’d put on even more muscle. Curious, I pulled my shirt up over my head and stared down at myself. “Damn.”

“No kidding,” said Emma, voice studiously neutral. “I guess traveling across hellish landscapes is doing you good?”

I knew I’d been changing ever since I’d bonded with Valeria, but things had jumped to a whole new level. My arms were corded with muscle now, my triceps large and meaty, a thick vein running down my bicep even at rest. My forearms had grown strong and sinewy, and my chest - damn. I poked at one of my pecs. Had to be at least an inch or so of solid muscle lying over my rib cage now. Flat and heavy like slabs of iron. And even hunched over I could tell my core had become ripped. I didn’t just have defined abs any longer, but now could see definition to their sides, muscles I didn’t even know the names for.

“Shit,” I said. “This is new.”

“Um, can you put your shirt back on?” asked Emma. “It’s kind of distracting.”

I laughed. “You going to fall out of your chair if I flex?”

She scowled at me. “No. But things are weird enough already without having to deal with superhero-body Noah. Just put on the shirt so we can, ah, talk, all right?”

I relented and yanked the shirt back down over my head. “I’m a merciful god. There.” And then a thought struck me, stealing away all my humor. “Shit, Emma. How long have I been asleep?”

“Two days,” she said. “I know. Imogen’s told me about Victor and his army and the enemy that’s coming his way. That’s going to happen in a couple of days now.”

“Fuck!” I leaped out of bed, paused, then grasped the back of my head. “Two days? And we’re - what - ten days away?”

“Yeah. I’m sorry, Noah.”

“It’s not your fault. It’s just that - shit. I’ve been out for two days? Where is everyone? We’ve got to get going.”

“You feel up for traveling?”

“Yeah, actually.” I squeezed both hands into fists. “Actually, I feel great.”

Emma rose to her feet, trying to not look dubious. “If you say so. But Imogen wanted to talk to you before you did anything. Let me call her.”

“We’ll go together,” I said.

“No. She was very clear. Just wait here, all right?”

“Fine,” I said, then caught her hand as she stepped past me. “Emma, I meant it. It’s really good to see you again.”

She turned back to me, and I saw lights dancing in her eyes. “Same here, Noah. Thank you.”

“Psshh, I’m the one who dragged you into this whole mess. I should be thanking you.”

“I think we’re past that,” said Emma. “But yeah. It’s good to be out of that cell and back with you guys. Better than I can say.”

Again we slipped into a charged silence, her hand still in my own. Finally, I released her, and she took a hesitant step back, as if unsure if she should stay or go, then ducked through the drape that was drawn across the tunnel mouth and was gone.

Damn. I sucked in a huge breath, held it, relishing the feeling of strength in my newly muscled chest, then sat down once more to stare at my hands. Calluses had begun to form in ridges along my right palm from the sword fighting. But at least my hands still looked familiar. I turned them back and forth rubbing my thumb into my palm as I waited, and then looked up when Imogen stepped through the curtain.

“Thank the Source,” she said, moving to kneel before me and lift my chin with two fingers. “You are yourself?”

“I think so?” 

She turned my head from side to side, scrutinizing me carefully, and then nodded. “That was… even stranger and more miraculous than I’d anticipated. What happened within the crystal - can you describe it to me?”

I bit back my impatience. “We need to get going, Imogen.”

She waved aside my demand and moved to sit in Emma’s chair. “We won’t be arriving on time if we leave on horseback, so there is no longer any rush. First, let’s make sure you’re all right. You might still be unstable. We can’t risk your heading out without checking your spiritual integrity first.”

“I’m fine,” I said. 

“You think you’re fine. That’s different from actually being all right. Humor me, Noah. Have I ever wasted your time before?”

I sighed. “No.”

“Then give me ten minutes of your time before you run outside waving your sword and yelling about how we need to gallop down the mountainside. Tell me what you remember.”

I sought to calm myself and curb my impatience, then did as she bid. Narrated events right up till Grausch attacked Valeria, then slowed and winced as pain lanced through my mind once more when I tried to describe what happened next.

“Stop. Hmm.” Imogen pressed her fingertips together and studied me. “Let’s take a look at your reservoir. I can vaguely sense that something fundamental about you has changed, but if you invite me inside perhaps we can both gain greater insight.”

“All right.” I massaged my temple once more. “What do you think’s happened to me?”

“I’ll offer a diagnosis after I’ve collected all possible information. First, let us meditate.”

“Fine, fine.” I took a deep breath, exhaled, and closed my eyes.

To my surprise, the darkness behind my eyelids was calm. No random thoughts assailed me. Doubts, questions, memories. I hovered in peaceful silence, and though the bronze eyes didn’t appear, I could almost sense them, similar to how one detects the approach of the sun over the eastern horizon an hour before dawn by its ambient light. 

Gathering myself, I turned toward my core and sank down into my reservoir.

Lilith’s black smoke was gone. 

That gave me pause. Over the past week or so I’d grown used to its oily, noxious presence. Now my reservoir was completely clear of its taint. 

But my attention was wrested away from that realization by the sight of a blazing black sun with rays of undulating coppery gold extending from its rim. 

Manipura. The third sanskara. 

Awed, I descended to its level. Somehow it remained two dimensional and facing me full on no matter how I moved; its rays always extended out from its rim, its center black and roiling with untold powers. 

Holy shit, I thought. It was just right there. Like, right out in the open. I felt my body gulp. What should I do with it? Touch it? No. I hovered before it, amazed, and then drew myself back and looked down to where Muladhara still waited.

Imogen’s countless lessons asserted themselves. First I had to connect with Muladhara, then cleanse and ground. 

Carefully, as if an abrupt movement might cause that blazing sun to disappear once more, I descended to the rose-petalled flower and felt comforted by its familiar beauty. The air around me was tinted with a fleshy pink hue, and with an effort I centered my thoughts and focused on the great flower, connecting with it so that its petals unfurled, revealing its ruby heart.

Security and confidence suffused me, and I lost myself in the endless cycle of cleansing, drawing my magic into the flower’s core then drawing it forth in a clear stream, a process that seemed an eternity while it lasted.

When finally the last of the rose-hued magic was clear, I turned to the golden thread that extended still down the center of my reservoir, darting nervous glances up at the blazing sun all the while. 

Time to get Imogen in here.

I found my bond to her with ease; my hand seemed to know where to go now. Traced the invisible conduit out to the side of my reservoir where it seemed to radiate out into nothingness, and there focused on Imogen till an aperture appeared, widening quickly to admit her spirit body.

Imogen floated into my reservoir, resplendent in her white luminous form. God damn, but I was glad she was around.

Look, I said, and pointed up.

Imogen raised her face and even with her expression reduced to its minimalist contours, I sensed her shock.

Manipura, she thought. I heard her voice distinctly within my mind. Telepathy? Impossible. Another miracle. I can’t fathom - but no. There it is. Have you connected with it?

No, I thought at her. Did I have to push my thoughts in her direction? Was it enough to just verbalize for her to hear? I’m to freaked out.

Come. She rose up within my reservoir, floating up to hover before my sanskara, and I joined her so that we gazed upon that sun’s dark beauty.

It was a transfixing sight. Endlessly fascinating. The blades of copper fire that radiated out from its black body were like stylized blades, undulating and flowing outward to their tips where they evanesced. The sun itself wasn’t a simple black, but rather an endlessly roiling multitude of darknesses, each faintly distinguishable against the other, moving in complex patterns that beguiled the eye.

I’ve never gazed upon this sanskara, thought Imogen. We should see how open it is to you. Connect with it and cleanse. Sink your consciousness into it, allow it to respond to you, to open. Then, once you have gained admittance, allow your power to filter through you and grow clear.

But my reservoir is already cleansed.

Then this process will be a simple one. You must still bond.

I gazed upon that burning black sun and fought my thoughts to stillness. Reached for the calm of seiza, and stretched forth my arms, or whatever their spiritual equivalent was, and felt the sanskara. Burning hot. Quick-tempered, impatience, alive with the desire to act, to be. 

I exhaled a slow soundless breath, and as I breathed out the sanskara trembled. The rays of the sun expanded outward, stretching to fill the extent of the world so that it seemed I hovered before an infinite wall of rippling, beaten copper, with that endlessly black sun in its center. 

My soul was suffused by a trembling sense of potential. A shivering, awesome awareness that I could exert my will upon the world, could move within it, faster, stronger, and with greater assurance than ever before, and affect change with my muscles and bone. My body was a tool, endlessly versatile, and that there was nothing I couldn’t do with it.

The rays continued to undulate against the endless dark of the void, and then the sun itself began to expand, growing in size and giving off pulses of raw power that shocked and thrilled me. The magic about me, the ambient clear energy, began to swirl forward and into its core only to return to me already cleared, but heated now so that it felt as if I stood under a waterfall of near boiling water, an invisible stream that I felt as a rushing torrent into the very core of my being. 

I threw my head back, transfixed, and closed my eyes. Sank into that sensation, that endless, soundless tumbling pressure. The heat a thrill that made me feel alive instead of being burned. All thought fell away, and I was but the sum of my sensations - until at last the intensity of the pouring began to fade, and I opened my eyes to see that I now hovered by the sun in its previous incarnation, its rays retracted, its core withdrawn, merely the size of a wagon wheel. 

Exulting, I turned to where Imogen hovered. I did it!

Open your eyes.

I did so, blinking rapidly as I returned my awareness to the small cave. Imogen was sitting bolt upright and staring at me, clearly shocked.

“Remarkable,” she said. “Now to determine what circle you’ve gained. Clearly, you’re at least third for having connected and cleansed. But perhaps… perhaps you’re higher?”

I rose to my feet. I could feel Manipura’s energies flowing through me, an almost feverish intensity. “What do I do?”

Imogen shook her head in wonder. “I don’t know. Can you fly?”

Fly.

The word thrilled me. I took a deep breath and tried to rise up in the air. Visualized myself doing so. 

Nothing happened.

“How, ah, does one start flying?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Imogen with a laugh. “I’ve never done it.”

I frowned and closed my eyes. Focused on my body. My sense of its limits, my limbs, and pounding heart. For some reason, I visualized a matrix of golden light within my chest, and fixed my thoughts on that, like an invisible hand. 

Rise, I ordered myself. Up.

I could feel magic burning off my skin like the flames of the black sun, and a shift took place across all of me - my muscles lightened on my skeletal frame, my joints relaxed as the pressure upon them was relieved, and then I felt myself lift off the ground.

I immediately let out a cry of amazement and surprise and fell back down, sinking into a crouch. I snapped my gaze up to Imogen. “I did it!”

She clapped her hands. “Levitation, at the very least, which would make you fourth circle. Something tells me you’ll be able to direct yourself where you wish, which will push you clear into the fifth circle. Depending on your finesse, you might even be sixth or beyond.”

“Holy shit,” I said, my whole body trembling with awe. “I can fly?”

“Maybe,” said Imogen. “Whatever happened within the crystal clearly refracted your sanskara, removing all taint and opening it completely to your soul. Amazing. I’ve never heard the like. Never even heard speculations that this might be possible.”

I straightened, staring down at my body in awe. “I, ah, would like to go outside.”

“First we need to finish our examination,” said Imogen. “Sit down.”

“Fine.” I did so. “Can we at least pretend this is some kind of kinky doctor visit…?”

Imogen gave me a flat stare.

“Nothing, forget it,” I said.

“Whatever happened within the crystal had no discernible impact on your sense of humor,” said Imogen. “Now, let us return to your reservoir.”

Soon enough we were back, Imogen in her spirit body, the Manipura sun blazing forth. She rose, floating up past it, following the course of the golden thread, till she reached an invisible ceiling beyond which she couldn’t pass.

Give me your hand, she said. And open yourself to me. 

I did as I was bid. Her skin felt warm like a sun-baked river stone. I didn’t quite know how to open, but forced myself to relax as she gazed up into the darkness that - what? Corresponded to my mind? The space behind my eyelids? 

Very well, she said. We’re done.

I opened my eyes, feeling a little disoriented. Imogen rubbed her fingers under her glasses and then sat up straight once more. “Your mind has taken some structural damage.”

“My what? Wait, what does that mean?”

“I don’t really know. If Blindness were here he might be able to tell us more. But there are shafts of golden light spearing through the architecture of your mind. I thought I detected fissures between parts that had been pressed back together, but which were still there, invisible.”

“How can you…” I trailed off, trying to process her words, my effervescent joy over my newfound dominion of Manipura gone as if I’d been doused with ice water. “What can we do about it?”

“Nothing,” said Imogen, dropping her hands into her lap. “I was able to catch a glimpse only due to my increasing familiarity with your reservoir and my use of psyche-imperium. Using that power from within you allows for unexpected versatility. But as for what we can do? I’d be terrified to try anything, lest the whole collapse. I can only hope your mind will heal over time, sealing over the fissures and… I don’t know. Absorbing these golden rays? It may simply be a matter of it accustoming itself to being within your body once more.”

“Great,” I said. “That’s just great.”

Imogen fixed me with a stern gaze. “Noah, there are repercussions for the kind of miracles you are performing. You’re fortunate to have returned at all. It’s very possible that such an experience could have reduced you to a vegetative state.”

“I love Ghogiel,” I said. “And everything I’ve found in it.”

“On the bright side,” said Imogen, “you’re still you. Which means there’s a strong chance you’ll simply heal. We’ll monitor your condition, and if we come across someone well versed in the powers of Focused Mind we’ll ask for their opinion.”

I rubbed at my face and nodded. “Can we go outside now?”

“Yes. There’s only one more thing I want to tell you.”

I sighed and looked up. “Yeah?”

Imogen moved forward to place her arms around my neck and smiled impishly at me. “Well done.” Then she leaned in and kissed me, too lingering a kiss for it to be a peck, but not deep enough to signal the start of something else. A jolt ran down from my lips to my core, and when she pulled back her smile widened. “Being your companion is proving to be the most wildly exciting and amazing experience of my life. I do think Lilith might be in more trouble than she knows.”

I laughed shakily. “That’s a ringing endorsement. Thanks.”

She kissed me again, and this time her tongue slipped past my lips, touched my own for but a moment before she stepped back and smoothed down her French maid’s outfit. “Yes, I have a way with compliments. Now, shall we see if you can fly?”

Manipura’s energy had begun to fade away, but with a thought, I summoned it back and leaped up from my bed. “Hell yeah. Let’s go.”

I pulled on a rough woolen sweater with a wide neck, belted Shard to my waist, and followed Imogen out into the main cavern of the warden temple. Emma was standing with Brielle and Valeria, clearly sharing the news of my sanity, and a dozen wardens were going about their business, cleaning, cooking, and so forth.

As I emerged, however, everyone stopped, rose to their feet if they were seated, and began to applaud.

I didn’t know what to do. I saw admiration in countless faces, and finally simply grinned and raised my hands.

The applause died down, but people continued to watch me expectantly. 

Oh yeah. I should probably say something.

“Well done, everybody. We did it. We kicked Grausch’s ass, liberated the crystal, and freed Emma. Chalk one up for the Source!”

Cheers and more applause broke out, and people crowded in around me, wanting to shake my hand, inquire as to my health, or simply stand close to me, which was a bit weird. I carefully extricated myself from the knot of wardens, saying thank yous and giving high fives, till I was able to step over to where my companions stood.

Neveah had appeared from somewhere. Imogen moved to join us. 

And for the first time since being spat out of Bastion into Ghogiel, we were all together again.

And hot damn if it didn’t feel amazing to see my companions standing together.

Imogen, smiling widely and adjusting her circular glasses with a white-gloved hand.

Brielle, arms crossed and weight on one foot, eyebrow raised as she inspected me for signs of madness.

Valeria, hand resting on the pommel of her sword, still clad in her form-fitting black mail, a quiet smile not touching her somber eyes.

Neveah, inscrutable, her demon blade hanging across her back.

And Emma, her smile lighting up her eyes and warming my heart.

“God damn. I can’t believe we’re finally together again,” I said. “Time for a group hug?”

“No,” said Neveah.

Valeria snorted in amusement, and even Brielle cracked a smile. “How are you feeling?” she asked.

“Check this out.” I took a deep breath, held it, and focused on the smoldering power that lay latent within me.

Brielle arched an eyebrow. “Check what out?” 

I raised a finger, bidding her wait, and frowned down at the ground.

Brielle looked at Emma. “I thought you said he was better?”

Heat swirled across my skin, I felt the blazing sun burning behind my sternum, and then I lifted up off the ground to rise a foot off the floor.

“By the Source,” whispered Valeria, voice hoarse with sudden wonder.

“Wait,” said Emma. “You can fly now? When did that happen?”

I grinned at them. “Well, hover a foot off the ground, at any rate. I just figured it out.”

Imogen linked her hands behind her back and rose to her tiptoes, a smug smile plastered across her face. “Every star pupil is a testament to their teacher.”

“The Body Absolute,” said Neveah, voice soft with wonder. “Your other physical abilities must be similarly enhanced.”

“Yeah, hold on,” I said, and tried for more height. The cavern was a good ten feet high, so I tried to rise up another foot or two, clenching my muscles in an effort to force the magic to work.

Clenching muscles wasn’t a good idea, as I immediately let a pretty loud one rip.

Brielle’s head rocked back, her face crinkling in disgust. “Seriously?”

“No, c’mon, I’m - this isn’t easy,” I said, face burning.

Imogen sketched a low bow and gestured toward me. “Fellow companions, I present our immortal savior, the last hope of the universe.”

“I don’t think you need to squeeze or whatever it is you’re doing,” said Valeria, looking at me in concern. “You’re going red in the face. Relax.”

That didn’t help any. Nor did the fact that all the wardens were watching, too. I released my breath in a hiss and fought for calm. Thought of my sensei in our old dojo, that sense of calm and control. C’mon, just like, float sideways or something!

I could sense the ability to do so right there, just outside my reach. I felt like an infant trying to pick up a bead, unable to use their fingers with enough precision to accomplish the simple task. With a sigh, I released Manipura’s power and sank back to the ground.

Emma turned to the others. “Well, I think that’s incredible. Where we’re from only fictional superheroes fly.”

“No, it’s pretty impressive,” allowed Brielle. “I’d just appreciate future miracles to not be accompanied by farting.”

Imogen began rolling one of her braids back and forth between her fingers. “This from the lady who wanted to take a communal shit together.”

Brielle’s face immediately turned scarlet. “Imogen!”

Valeria couldn’t help but grin. “Wait. What?”

“Nothing!” Brielle rounded on her, eyes flashing. “I simply shared an anecdote from my childhood -”

“Princesses shit together?” asked Valeria with mock innocence.

Brielle rolled her eyes up and stared at the ceiling. “The Source, give me patience.”

Emma grinned. “I’ve clearly missed out on a lot while being locked up in that cell.”

“I’ll say it once and once only,” grated Brielle. “I never have, never want to, and have never suggested that -”

But Imogen’s laughter proved infectious; Emma began to laugh behind her hand, while even Valeria gave herself over to a silent shaking of her shoulders. Only Neveah was unaffected, crossing her arms and leaning against the cave wall with a raised eyebrow as if unable to decide what to make of us all.

“Never mind,” said Brielle. “Forget it. I’m clearly only encouraging your idiocy.”

“Look,” I said, “we all bring different strengths and talents to the group. Yours are just a little more unexpected than most.”

“Noah,” said Brielle, tone absolutely forbidding, “I would be very, very careful about what you say next.”

“All right, all right,” I said, trying to wipe off my grin and failing. “Fine. But yes. I seem to have gained access to Manipura while I was under. But now that we’ve got Emma back, we need to focus on how to return to Victor. We’ve got, what, two days until he thought the enemy host might reach Peruthros’ walls? And it’ll take eight or so days for us to return?”

“Yes,” said Imogen. “That’s correct.”

“Not acceptable,” I said. “We can’t return to a massacred army. We need to get back there, now.”

Neveah shrugged one shoulder. “We could use it to our advantage. Head straight for the Black Tower while Lilith’s attention is on Peruthros.”

“That’s cold,” said Valeria. “Sacrifice thousands as a diversion?”

“What are thousands compared to the untold billions whose lives depend on our success?” Neveah smiled coldly. “I’d have thought you’d grown used to such tactics.”

Valeria dropped her arms to her sides and turned to face Neveah full on. 

“Hey, hey, easy there,” I said, stepping forward between them. “How about I say something to distract you all from this sudden tension, eh?”

Valeria and Neveah both stared at me.

“Like… refocusing our attention on getting to Peruthros? Sorry, Neveah. I’m not going to abandon thousands of people to their death in the hopes of sneaking behind enemy lines.”

“You may have no choice,” said Neveah. “Unless you can teleport us all to Peruthros in time for the battle.”

Mersal stepped up. “There may be another option.”

“Now that sounds promising,” I said, turning on my heel to grin at him. “I love other options, especially when they allow us to save the lives of thousands. Speak on.”

“Wardens are adept with the sanskara of Manipura. Our focus on flight aligns with our responsibility of keeping the crystal aloft.”

“Oh snap,” I said. “That means…”

“We could feasibly carry you all down to Peruthros.” Mersal grimaced. “It would be exhausting, but if we did it in two or three legs, giving us time to replenish our sanctums…”

I turned back to my companions and spread my hands. “What do you girls think? Ready to fly Air Warden?”

Brielle frowned. “Air Warden?”

“A bad joke,” said Emma. “You need Earth context.”

“Earth context?” Brielle raised a hand. “Never mind. Yes, Noah. I think this sounds like a suitable plan. Mersal, how long would it take you to fly two hundred or so miles?”

Mersal rubbed the back of his head. “There’s seventeen of us. We could take turns carrying you. I think we could manage six to eight hours at a go without too much trouble. Rest for six hours in-between. If we have two days, that gives us about forty-eight hours. Factor in a couple of longer rests for us to sleep… it should be doable.”

“Excellent!” I punched my fist into my palm. “How soon till we leave?”

“Give us an hour,” he said. “That should be enough to pack food and clothing. That work for you?”

“Eminently,” I said, then grinned. “I just can’t wait to see the look on Victor’s face.”

 


Chapter 41

 


 

We gathered before the cave’s entrance, shoulders hunched against the piercing cold, bundled in thick cloaks and scarves and with packs filled only with essentials. Dapple and the other mounts were being left behind with a couple of wardens who would manage the local situation vis-a-vis the dead Grausch and the remaining villagers.

I rubbed my hands together and stepped up to Timan. The fog was swirling past us in endless arabesques and curlicues, leaving everything damp and dismal. “So, any tips on flying?”

Timan adopted a polite expression, no doubt to cover a less flattering one he’d almost made. “Is this an academic question, or do you fear that we’ll drop you?”

“No, for me.” I gave a little leap, clearing at least six inches. “I’m up for it, you know. Getting all Superman. Just having a little trouble getting altitude.”

“Ah, I see.” It was clear he didn’t. “Our ability to fly is a blessing from the Source, and is channeled through the Ebon Sun of Manipura -”

“Yeah, I got all that.” I tapped my sternum. “Got my sun blazing right here. I just need a handle on achieving lift-off. You know.” I mimed leaping, swinging my arms up into the air and then gave him an encouraging smile. “So yeah. How do you get up off the ground.”

Timan’s eyebrows were about as high up as they were going to get without surgical assistance. “Ah. Um. Well.” His eyelids fluttered as he tried to summon the right words. “Well, we connect, cleanse, then ground -”

“Right,” I said, nodding encouragingly.

“Then, once we have assumed the mantle of Manipura’s power, we will ourselves into the air -”

“OK, let me stop you right there. Let’s dig a little deeper into ‘will yourself up.’ What does that mean? We talking visualization, or are you doing something specific with your power, or…?”

Timan frowned. “Well, you can cast levenbolt, can you not?”

“Sure,” I said. “Cracka-pow. Zap. Got it down.”

“How do you will the lightning to come forth?”

I frowned. “Huh. Right. I just reached for Muladhara and - yeah. Will it forth.”

“So it’s the same with Manipura. You connect with it, reach for it, and then will yourself to fly.”

I frowned. “Yeah, OK. You make it sound easy, but… fine. Let’s give it another shot. Here we go.”

“One word of warning. Landing is quite tricky. Come in too fast and you’ll snap your ankles or leg bones. Don’t underestimate the force you’ll put on your legs.”

I winced. “Thanks. All right. Manipura. The Ebon Sun. Let’s see.” I closed my eyes, slowed my breathing, and visualized the burning black sphere. There it was. A living entity behind my sternum, pulsing power. I reached for it, trying to duplicate the way I reached for Muladhara when I needed to blast my foes.

And to my surprise, magic coursed through me, and I lifted off the ground.

I let out a whoop, and everyone turned to regard me.

Doubt, exhilaration, terror - all of them coursed through me in a flash flood, but I held tight to my bond to Manipura and channeled more power into my body, and to my unending delight I rose up, a yard, two, five. Everyone was below me, heads craning back as they followed my ascent, the fog swirling about, shrouding the mountainside, and a giddy desire to break free of its cloying embrace seized me.

Imogen cupped her hands about her mouth. “Noah!”

“Be right back!” I took a deep breath and pulled on the ebon sun, drank deep of its power, and with a shout that was just shy of a scream of panic shot up into the sky.

The wind plastered my hair back, caused my cloak to snap and dance behind me, my eyes to water, and terror seized me as I realized just how fast I was going. Far faster than I’d intended. Up, the fog a gray smear all around me, face pointed toward the heavens, unsure how to stop, terrified that if I did I’d start to fall back down.

Oh shit. I shouldn’t have thought that. It was terribly easy to imagine stalling out, hanging suspended for a second and then toppling back down, falling faster and faster as I groped for Manipura, my scream growing louder and louder as I plummeted toward the rocks below -

And then I burst free of the clouds into endless, righteous blue. The sky contained infinite depths that gradated toward royal cobalt, while the clouds extended in every direction like an endless snowy waste, without peaks and valleys but just perpetual like the tundra.

And the sun.

I marveled. I’d not seen the sun since arriving in Ghogiel, but there it was, brilliant and undisguised, a searing golden presence that did little to warm the skin of my face. Because, oh god, it was cold up here, so cold I could feel my lungs ache as I drew in a breath, the spit in my mouth crackle, the tears in the corner of my eyes grow crinkly as they froze.

But I didn’t care.

I was flying. 

Well, levitating with extreme prejudice. I opened up my arms as I continued to soar up and whooped again, the sound thin and easily lost in the fastness beneath the overarching vault of heaven. 

The cloudscape beneath me continued to withdraw as I flew higher, and only then did I realize I should slow, consider stopping.

Terror came rushing back with bowel churning force, my earlier images of dread seizing me with an iron grasp. I eased off on my grasp of Manipura, like a man gently lifting his foot off the accelerator in a car.

My momentum lessened, and just as I came to a rest at the apex of my ascent, I pulled a little more from the burning sun and then just hung there, far above the world, above the mountains, above the endless suffocating clouds - and just reveled in the experience.

I was flying. 

The winds cut into me like scythes made of ice, and I could barely draw breath, my lungs aching from the effort. But my euphoria was such that I didn’t care. I spun in a slow circle, buffeted by winds, fighting the waves of terror that threatened to swamp me every time I considered just how high up I was.

I extended my arms as if for balance, and as the pain began to blossom in my sinuses from the cold, I began to consider how to descend. Did one just stop drawing from Manipura? No, I’d seen Inixia execute purposeful dives.

The thought of turning head down and diving toward the clouds was impossibly scary to contemplate. 

No. Maybe this first time I’d just slowly lower myself feet first.

I slacked off on my drawing of Manipura and felt myself begin to fall. Slowly at first, the wind pulling cloak up level with shoulders, then faster, my cloak fluttering and rippling above my head as my stomach rose to press against my diaphragm and a scream began to build in the back of my throat.

Oh shit oh shit oh -

I drew on Manipura and stopped my vertiginous fall, coming to a stop once more perhaps a score of yards above the clouds. My brow was bathed in sweat, which immediately began to freeze. Teeth chattering, nose and ears aching, I squinted down at the clouds. 

Fuck! I couldn’t get this wrong. 

I was just thinking ‘up’ when I channeled from Manipura. Clearly, I had to be able to direct myself with that same magic. Be able to think ‘down’ and fly downwards and not just fall.

I took a shuddering breath, my bowels liquid, my legs feeling weird as they just dangled beneath me. I opened and closed my hand several times, then drew on Manipura once more, infusing my body with its burning energy. A thought occurred to me, and I didn’t immediately expend the magic – instead, I allowed it to build up, and felt the shattering cold recede. My teeth ceased chattering, and I was able to blink away the frozen tears which melted and ran down from the corner of my eyes.

Nice! 

Then, taking another shuddering breath, holding tight to the Ebon Sun’s power, I willed myself to descend. On instinct I raised one knee like Superman did whenever he flew down like this, extended my arms out, and got a kick from how my cloak snapped and rippled behind me as I dropped.

A fierce sense of exultation filled me as I plunged into the clouds. On impulse I willed myself forward and jerked in that direction, head snapping back as I began to soar through the clouds.

I couldn’t make anything out, but I didn’t need to. This was it! I grinned, breathless, and then directed myself to descend once more, finally enjoying the sensation of dropping, the wind rushing up past me, the sheer amount of adrenaline in my body making me feel invincible.

Down I fell, faster and faster, reveling in my newfound power, alternating between laughing beneath my breaths and sucking in desperate gasps, until the clouds parted beneath me and rocky-covered mountainside came rushing up to destroy me.

“Watch out!” someone screamed, but it was too late.

I was going too fast. 

In a panic I drew on Manipura with everything I had, trying to thrust myself up. I felt my body heat up as if I’d been dipped in a bubbling pot of scorching soup, and then slammed into the ground.

Dirt and rocks exploded in every direction, and a shockwave of force raced up through my legs to drive the air from my lungs and rattle my teeth. I collapsed to the ground, boneless and dazed, and lay there blinking as soil and pebbles rolled down toward me.

Faces appeared above. “Noah? Noah!”

I was lying in the bottom of a small crater. Several people jumped in and levered me up to my feet. 

“I’m fine,” I said. “Just hit a little hard… nice soft spot I picked to land…”

They pulled me out and lay me on the damp grass. My ankles and knees were throbbing with pain, and a ringing sound was making it hard to think.

“Idiot!” Was that Brielle? “What were you thinking?”

“He fucking cratered,” said someone else. Alexander? “I mean, literally. Look at that. He should have been reduced to jelly.”

“What do you call learning wheels for flying?” I asked, not expecting an answer. “Kind of like swimming floaties but for the air, you know?”

Hands gripped my shins, moved my feet around to test my ankle joints. 

“No obvious breaks.” That sounded like Valeria. 

“Other than what’s clearly already broken in his head.” I didn’t need to know who said that.

“I’m fine,” I said, pushing myself up to sitting. The ringing was starting to subside. “I just had a little bump -”

I cut off when I saw the hole I’d made. Easily three or four yards across, I’d blasted a crater into the rocky slope. 

I blinked. “I did that?”

Timan was there, other wardens hanging around staring. “You’re fortunate in that you pushed so much power into your body,” he said. “Made you resistant to that damage. Still, I’m shocked that nothing’s broken.”

I winced and extended my hands to Valeria, who reluctantly pulled me to my feet. “As am I. But you should have warned me about those landings.”

 Timan’s face colored. “What? I expressly -”

“Kidding, just kidding,” I said. “Ow.” I hobbled closer to the crater and peered inside. “Damn. Well, I guess I’ve mastered Manipura.” I turned to Imogen. “Which one should I tackle next?”

She snorted in exasperation and shook her head.

“I suggest you leave the flying to us for now,” said Timan. “It might prove more salutary to your health. Agreed?”

“Yeah,” I said with another wince as I took a few more steps. Ow. I was going to be feeling that for a while. “Anybody got an ice pack?”

“It will be plenty cold where we’re going,” said Timan. “Mersal?”

“Yes.” The youth stepped up, red hair hidden beneath a knitted cap. “If we’re ready? It’s time that we got going.”

I’d expected to be carried beneath Timan, the warden assigned to fly me to Peruthros, with his arms perhaps looped under my own. Instead, he lay on his stomach, hands beneath his cheek, and bid I sit on the small of his back.

“I, uh. You sure?”

“The Body Absolute allows me to strengthen myself so that your weight should prove negligible,” he said. “And flight can be accomplished in any position. This should prove more comfortable for you in the long run, as holding you in any other way will cut off circulation to your limbs, while you’re too large for me to carry in my arms like a child.”

“Oh,” I said. “Fair enough. Excuse me.” And I sat on his back, feeling awkward and a little strange.

Imogen, Brielle, Neveah, and Emma were instead carried in the arms of their wardens, while Alexander and Valeria were asked to sit on their wardens’ backs. From her expression, I could tell she was trying to not let that bother her. 

Then my attention was brought back to Timan as he exhaled loudly and lifted off the ground. We rose slowly, and when he had enough room he wrapped his arms around each of my legs to steady me. 

“Ready?” he asked.

I didn’t know what to do with my arms. Grab hold of his shirt? I crossed them instead. “Let’s go.”

We accelerated smoothly, skimming over the ground for a few yards and then continuing level as the mountainside dropped away. Soon it was lost in the fog, and we flew at an ever-increasing speed, spearing through the clouds. I narrowed my eyes at first, tears streaming from their corners, but finally just closed them altogether. There was nothing to see, nothing but the endless swirling cottony fog.

With my cloak pulled tightly around me I fought the cold, resisting the urge to burn a little Manipura magic to warm myself up. Instead, I fought for calm, to meditate, and eventually managed to sink into my reservoir where I was shocked to see how little of my magic was left.

That one flight had burned through almost my entire reserves. I doubted I’d even be able to throw a levenbolt. Curiously, the magic that remained was tinted a taxi-cab yellow, and so I spent some time connecting with Manipura and cleansing what magic I had left. When I was finally done I hung in my reservoir for a while, and then on a hunch sought out Imogen’s bond and traced it to where it disappeared at the farthest extent of my reservoir.

Hello? I pressed my palm against the invisible barrier and willed it to open. As before, an aperture dilated before me, revealing Imogen’s reservoir beyond. It felt strange to peer within without her permission as if I were peeking through her bedroom window, but I wanted to test a hypothesis. Imogen? Hello?

Her reservoir was different from mine. It looked to be a perfect sphere, and a vaguely human outline hung in its center, cross-legged and distinct. Green and red magic slowly swirled around, while a disturbing looking black miasma flowed back and forth about the reservoir’s inner surface, an oil slick that was nauseating to study.

That’d be Harmiel, I surmised.

Imogen? Can you hear me?

No response from the cross-legged shadow. She wasn’t meditating, which meant she wasn’t aware of what was going on down here. Would she notice if I entered? If I touched her spirit body? 

I drew back. I’d no idea with what I was messing with. Best to talk to her first. Ah well. I allowed the aperture to close, and instead found Emma’s bond. Followed that out to its farthest extent, and attempted to open a new aperture. To my surprise nothing happened; I sensed the potential for one, but where the barrier between Imogen and I was pliable, Emma’s was rigid like a brick wall. 

Next, I tried Valeria. It took effort, but I finally opened a small window through which I peered into her - reservoir? Could I call it that if she didn’t cast magic? Her soul sanctum? Whatever it was, I saw her floating in the center, a vague outline like Imogen, eyes closed, gold hair flaring out around her head like the rays of the Ebon Sun. Her sanctum was also pretty fascinating; there was a hint of galleries, of architectural details that I couldn’t quite pin down, as if she floated within a cylinder composed of endless marble balconies and columns. There was something vaguely Greco-Roman about it, like maybe an amphitheater or the like.

I tried Brielle’s bond last, following it out and then willing an aperture to open. It was sluggish to respond, resistant like Valeria’s had been, but slowly I willed it to open, and peered through into a shifting light show of rose-hued magic that was streaming down into a great flower - her Muladhara, I realized - whose ruby heart was glimmering like the embers of a fire. 

Brielle herself floated cross-legged before it, eyes closed, her hair a burning inferno that undulated back and forth as if she were underwater. She was dressed in an immaculate dress of impossible elegance, almost a ball gown, something fit for a princess in truth. 

Before I could take anything else in, her eyes snapped open and she turned to glare at me. Her smoky gray eyes widened in shock and anger, and the aperture before my face snapped shut like a guillotine.

Shit. I floated back, ashamed at having been caught snooping, and my grip on my meditative trance broke so that I opened my eyes atop Timan’s back. My face was burning, and I twisted around, trying to spot Brielle close by. No luck. I could make out a few shadowed silhouettes just within view, but couldn’t tell who they might be.

Great. Of all the people to be caught peering at. I rubbed my hands over my numb face, pulled my scarf back up, and hunched over. Just great.

I lost track for how long we flew. I grew sleepy, started to sway and was only prevented from toppling off several times by Timan’s firm grip on my legs. The hours stretched into eons. There was nothing but cloud cover - until suddenly we descended and left the clouds behind, spearing out into the open sky.

The lower slopes of the mountains rolled out before us, its geography intricate and miniature from our height, an endless extent of ravines, glittering streams, and rolling hills that smoothed out as they became the ashen plains beyond. 

I leaned forward, heart thumping all over again, and peered at the horizon. Was that distant smudge Peruthros? It was impossible to tell. To think we’d ridden across all this land only days before - the distance was imposing. 

Others descended from the cloud cover, till at last all sixteen wardens were present, flying in a rough diamond, my companions and Alexander held in the center, Timan carrying me at the very forward tip.

I wanted Timan to set me down so that I could attempt to fly with them myself. My pulse raced and my stomach clenched into a knot at the prospect, but I knew I was out of magic. Still, I exulted in what I would soon be able to do. This was just like Superman. The clouds rushed by endlessly above us, while the foothills rolled on, interspersed with copses of dead trees, the occasional spray of pebbles which I knew to be massive boulders. 

How fast were we going? Not as fast as an airplane, for sure - the land wasn’t speeding by below. Thirty miles an hour? Something like that? I played some idle games, picking objects that might have been a mile away and then counting how long it took us to reach them. With some very rough arithmetic, I calculated that we were going anywhere from twenty miles an hour to seventy-five. 

So much for my math. 

Eventually, Timan dipped down, the others following his lead, and we alighted in a small glade hidden within the heart of a forest that flowed between the mild hills. Timan landed on his feet, taking my weight with his arms so that I was riding piggy-back, and when I hopped down he staggered and sank gratefully to the ground.

The others did much the same, setting their charges down and then collapsing to sit, faces drawn and gray, eyes closing as they took deep breaths.

“You guys all right?” I asked.

“Fine,” said Mersal from the side. “Just… I’m not used to such extended use of my powers. It’s been months since I’ve tried anything so strenuous.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

Mersal smiled weakly, eyes still closed. “Don’t be. It’s good to push ourselves again. Just… a few hours to rest. Maybe some food.”

“On it,” said Valeria, unshouldering her pack. “Emma, Alexander, will you see about building a small fire? That hollow there should be a good place for it. Ring of stones too to keep it from setting these trees alight.” She gazed up at the sparse canopy. “They’re all dead. A spark is all they’d need to catch. Brielle, Neveah, can you help the wardens with their bedrolls? Be best if they were comfortable. Noah, you’re with me on food prep.”

I grinned, and something within me settled into place, a sense of rightness, of familiarity. 

Valeria caught my look and quirked up an eyebrow. “What?”

“Nothing. It’s just good to have you back.”

And like that her confidence wavered, and I saw self-doubt flicker within her eyes. “I’m sorry, am I being too -”

“No, not at all,” I said, and on impulse stepped up and pulled her into a hug. “I meant it. I’ve missed having you around.”

She stood stiffly in my arms, then gave me a quick hug back and stepped away. “Then you’d best get to work,” she said, a quiet smile quirking up the corner of her lips. “No time for idling.”

It was good to move, to work, to generate warmth as we set up a provisional camp. The wardens gratefully lay down on their bedrolls and pulled up thick blankets to their chins, tucking their knitted caps down till only their closed eyes were visible between the two. We soon had a nondescript stew-soup bubbling in the pot, and I wanted nothing more in life than to sit before the fire, warming my hands, and waiting eagerly for the food to be ready.

Everyone but Neveah and Brielle joined us by the fire. Neveah, I realized, had disappeared again - no doubt wisely going on lookout. Brielle, however, was waiting off to one side, eyebrow raised. She’d clearly been waiting for me to look her way.

Ah. Right.

Reluctantly, I excused myself and walked over to where she stood.

“It’s weird not having horses standing around, isn’t it?” I said. “I’ve grown used to their stomping and snorting and just kind of being there.”

“What do you think you were doing, invading my sanctum like that?” 

“Not interested in small talk, I see. OK. Can’t say I’m surprised. Um.”

Brielle crossed her arms and leaned back on one foot, eyebrow raised. Waiting.

“Exploring what’s possible with our bonds? Imogen’s actually entered my reservoir - um, sanctum - several times now, and we’ve been able to talk telepathically when in touch like that. I was wondering if the same could be done with you guys.”

Brielle’s expression changed from outrage to surprise. “She entered your sanctum? How?”

“I’m not exactly sure how any of this works,” I said. “But, ah, I opened a window of sorts along the bond that connects us as companions when I was trying to help her with her parasite, and since then we’ve been exploring it further. I was hoping we could all work on it, because can you imagine the possibilities?” I fought the urge to hop up and down in excitement. “Imagine if we could speak to each other through our bonds? That would be ridiculously useful.”

“The thought of hearing your voice inside my head is ridiculously annoying,” said Brielle, but I could tell it was just a reflexive barb. “But yes. In tactical situations, or if we ever separate again…”

“Exactly. Who knows what’s going to happen to us? This way we’d never lose each other again, and could coordinate like - like a pack of wolves, you know?”

“A pack of wolves,” repeated Brielle. 

“Well, whatever. But yeah. That’s what I was doing.”

Brielle waited, eyebrow arched once more.

“And… sorry for not telling you ahead of time.”

“Thank you. I agree that this is worth exploring further. But not without my express permission. Are we clear?”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, feeling like I was back in high school. Then I grinned. “What are you worried about though? Me catching you in a state of undress?”

I laughed and hopped back before she could do anything, then hurried back over to the fire to let her mull over the dozen cutting rejoinders she’d missed the chance to say. OK, that was pretty infantile of me, but I was starting to figure out that with Brielle it didn’t always pay to engage her as seriously as she seemed to desire.

We ate, chatted about the whole flying experience, and then I shared my idea about connecting through our bonds and what I’d experienced. The conversation flowed back and forth, Imogen trying to help Emma visualize what we were discussing while Valeria frowned and said she’d not felt a thing. 

Finally, we resolved as a group to work on it further, and Brielle and Imogen both agreed to meditate and wait for me to contact them when next the wardens flew us toward Peruthros. 

The wardens slept for about five hours, and then slowly stirred back to life, ravenous and cold, only to sit and meditate for another hour after devouring their food. I joined them in the meditation, though was disheartened to see only half my reservoir had filled back up, this time with a mixture of rose and yellow-tinted magic. When they were finally ready to go again, I was tempted to try and fly alongside but decided instead to conserve my energy and focus on connecting with Brielle and Imogen. 

Once we’d risen high enough to level off, I sank back into meditation and there moved to connect with Imogen. I opened an aperture to her reservoir and backed away as she floated through, her spirit body glowing luminously as before. 

It works, she thought at me. We can communicate at a distance.

If we’re both aware of the need to be in our reservoirs, I responded. Or is it sanctums? I’m getting all confused by the terminology.

I felt a wave of amusement radiate from her - actually felt it - and she inclined her head. The words don’t matter. Shall we attempt to communicate with Brielle? I’m curious as to whether I’ll be able to speak to her directly.

A thrill rippled through me, and I floated over to her bond, then found its terminus and with some effort opened the aperture to her sanctum. She was floating cross-legged within, her spirit body as simplified as Imogen’s, but her crimson hair still burned and undulated like Sargasso seaweed.

Can you hear me? I thought at her.

Unfortunately. She floated closer, right up to the window between our sanctums, and peered through. Fascinating.

Come on in, I thought, backing away with an elaborate sweep of my arm. She ducked her head and floated through, then turned in a slow circle, taking in Imogen and the golden filaments, my two sanskaras and the extent of my reservoir. I mean sanctum.

What is that yellow cord?

I turned to consider the burning thread. I’m not sure? It appeared after I meditated a few times. My bonds with you all are connected to it, so perhaps it’s my connection to the Source? It’s definitely Source-related.

He can manipulate it to a degree. It was so weird to hear Imogen’s thoughts so clearly in my mind. It will be fascinating indeed to learn what else he can do.

I can almost hear Imogen, thought Brielle, moving closer to her. But her voice comes as a very faint echo, the words indistinct.

Rats, thought Imogen. We can’t communicate directly. What did she say?

You’re both saying the same thing. But I don’t think it’s impossible. I’ve noticed that the more one practices in here, the easier this spiritual stuff becomes. I can open Imogen’s aperture much more easily than yours, Brielle.

Both women turned to stare at me.

What?

You do have a way with words, thought Imogen at the same time that Brielle thought, You’re hilarious only when it’s unintentional.

I replayed my words in my own head and then the penny dropped. Oh. Haha. Um. Never mind.

Perhaps direct contact will allow for communication, thought Imogen, and floated over to Brielle, hand extended. Brielle took it in her own, and a ripple of white light flared out from their hands, a pulse of power that passed through me like a shockwave along with what sounded like the peal of a great bell.

What was that? I asked.

Both women were staring raptly at each other. 

I’ve no idea, thought Imogen. But something just happened. An opening. A connection. Something.

This is starting to unnerve me, thought Brielle. Imogen? Can you hear my thoughts?

Yes, replied Imogen, voice exultant. There you are!

They clasped their other hands together and began to spin, Imogen’s laughter ringing out in my mind and then joined shortly thereafter by Brielle’s breathless own. 

What are you doing? demanded Brielle, still laughing. Stop!

Imogen did so, and they floated apart. 

Fascinating is the word of the day, said Imogen, bemused.

I can’t hear her again, said Brielle. Damn it.

So direct contact is needed, I said. Still, that’s awesome. This is going to be incredibly useful.

As long as we’re aware of the need to communicate and enter our reservoirs, said Imogen.

The one limitation, I agreed. Also, we’re calling them sanctums now. Valeria has one and she can’t cast magic, so.

What limitation? asked Brielle. Our need to touch?

Right, I said. Now to work on getting Emma and Valeria in here. Can they do so without casting magic?

 I would have said not, said Imogen after taking Brielle’s hand once more. But who knows? It may simply take more effort to open their apertures.

I blushed. We’re going to need another term for that.

Brielle’s amusement was palpable. Valeria was never reluctant before.

Ok then! On that note, I think I’m going to head back out into the real world. I get enough teasing outside my head to need much more within it.

Both women chuckled, and then floated back to their apertures. Windows. Whatever.

This is a brilliant discovery, Noah. Imogen’s excitement was obvious. I can’t wait to explore it further.

She probably just congratulated you, right? Brielle’s thoughts were tinged with sardonic amusement. I’ll skip doing so. See you soon.

They both floated back into their sanctums and the windows closed. Portals? No. Windows. I floated within my sanctum alone for a while, and then with a grin allowed myself to surface and opened my eyes once more. 

We flew. The hours blurred by. I watched with interest as the land scrolled by below, the foothills giving way to the endless ashen plains, our height obscuring the countless small details I’d observed on the way in. Instead, I found myself watching the horizon. Where Peruthros slowly appeared, a dark stain marked by plumes of smoke rising up into the sky, a black smear arrayed before it.

Lilith’s army.

It had arrived.

I felt a jolt of fear and horror. Were we too late? No. The army was still outside the walls. Faint sparks shone here and there along the walls. Levenbolts? Winged beasts were dive-bombing the battlements. War machines were assaulting the main gate. We were too far to hear anything, but I could imagine the cries, the screams, the bellows of rage.

I leaned down to speak to Timan. “You see that?”

“We arrive in time!”

“What’s the plan?”

“You’re the savior!”

Shit, right. OK. “You wardens have any offensive magics?”

“Levenbolt!”

I sat up straight. A plan came fully formed to mind. Simple. Effective. And perhaps lethal enough that we could change the tide of battle.

Because as we drew closer I realized that Victor’s side was losing. The great walls of the city were being assaulted across a wide front, the attack prolonged and remorseless. Catapults and trebuchets were hurling huge rocks up to either smash into the walls or pass over to crash into the ruins beyond. 

Fuck.

I’d never seen anything on this scale.

There had to be - what? Thousands of the enemy? They were a churning mass like a blanket of black ants, heaving themselves at the walls, their ranks dotted with larger, more terrifying figures. And Hexenmagi were at work too - I saw different flashes of color assail the walls, clouds of darkness drift up to smother the defenders, all manner of magical attacks.

I stared, wide-eyed. All along the battlements, Victor’s crusaders fought back, driving away one beachhead after another, pushing ladders off the walls, loosing arrows down at the enemy, pouring buckets of boiling pitch upon their upturned faces.

But there was no question. They were losing. 

I leaned down to Timan. “Here’s the plan! Tell the wardens carrying Valeria, Emma, and Neveah to drop them off inside the city. The rest of us will lead an assault on the enemy general, wherever they are. Then we drop enough levenbolts on the enemy’s heads that they break and run!”

“All right!” 

I couldn’t tell if Timan approved of the plan or was simply obeying an order, but he slowed and dropped back to pull up alongside the three wardens in turn who carried my friends, and then touched base with the other fourteen until we were all on the same page.

Valeria shouted a protest at me, but the wind tore it away before I could make it out.

Instead, I studied the enemy army as we drew ever closer. Where was the general? The plain outside Peruthros was without a hill or other geographic feature that would have lent itself naturally to a lookout or overview. Instead, it rose gradually to a distant ridge, the same that I could recall cresting only two weeks ago to gaze down upon Peruthros for the first time.

“There!” Timan pointed, and I saw a floating platform made of what looked like black iron toward the center of the army, large enough for a score of people to stand on. A huge banner hung at its rear, its crimson length daubed with a black rune that made my stomach twist as I gazed upon it. 

A number of important-looking figures occupied the platform, but my eye was drawn to one in particular: a hulking suit of black plate armor, much akin to what Valeria had been wearing back in the mountains. Huge bull horns rose to sweep forward from its brow, and it loomed over the others by at least a foot in height. 

The general.

I made a chopping motion toward Peruthros and turned to gaze at the three wardens. “Go!”

They veered away and broke formation, moving at an oblique angle to take my companions to relative safety.

I rolled my shoulders and drew Shard. “Sling me under you!”

Timan nodded, released my legs and dipped out from under me.

For a startling, sickening second, I began to fall toward the ground which was rushing by beneath me. But then Timan swooped up to grab me from behind, arms beneath my own, so that I was dragged at an angle through the air beneath him, with a direct line of sight to our thousands upon thousands of foes. 

There were so many of them. A horde. An army in truth. Twice as big as our crusade, if not three or four times so. Four thousand? Five? I felt nauseous at the prospect of defeating such a force, but there was no time to doubt, no time to panic, no time to fear.

For the last of the open ground sped away beneath us, and then we were upon them.

 


Chapter 42

 


 

A raucous cry from above indicated our peril a split second before it hit. I’d been so focused on the army laid out below us that I’d not kept an eye on the skies; Timan yelled in panic and veered aside, my whole body swinging up in the air as I was pulled off to the left, Shard nearly flying from my grip. The very thought of losing my blade to the heaving regiments below nearly made my heart stop, and that was before the leathery-winged shape plunged through the air where we’d been flying a moment ago.

I looked up and saw a score of other such creatures closing in on us. They were demonic-looking entities, naked men and women with hirsute lower legs, skin the color of old iron, their leathery wings shaped like those of a falcon. Each wielded an incredibly long halberd but when the closest launched a ball of sickly green flame at us, I knew we were in trouble.

“Wards!” I shouted as Timan dove under the blast, the heat and rotten smell of the fireball wafting over us.

“Don’t have any!” he cried, and together we extended a palm toward the next being and unleashed twin levenbolts. My magic having been cleansed and the taint of Lilith gone, I found drawing on my reservoir almost delightfully easy; I trimmed back on the amount of juice I used, letting forth a judiciously slender bolt so that our electric blasts played over the creature’s chest and face, causing its whole body to spasm, wings to extend out to their fullest extent, then drop.

We were over the enemy army now, and they’d caught sight of us, a roar going up of delight and hunger. Spears and arrows sailed up toward where we flew, forcing Timan to grunt with exertion as he fought for altitude, just pulling up out of range as arrows peaked and fell back down around us.

The other wardens were in the mix now, levenbolts and screams filling the air as they fought the flying demons, Brielle’s firebolts roaring forth to immolate three in one go. 

Timan was ducking and rolling desperately, four of them on our trail, bolts of flame scorching past as he evaded each attack. I swung from side to side, rapidly growing nauseous, trying to get a bead on the enemy, but the horizon kept flip-flopping from side to side and I couldn’t get a lock.

My eyes widened. “Watch out!” 

A wingless serpent speared down from above, scales as black as Valeria’s chainmail, dagger-like fins rippling down the length of its spine. Its attack was so sudden, a cobra strike, that all I saw was it lunging down toward us as Timan glanced back over his shoulder at the demons and then its maw closed around his shoulder. I heard bone crunch, heard him scream in agony, and then I was falling.

No clean fall either. Everything was flipping around, spinning, the wind roaring past me, Shard flashing before my eyes, the army growing larger and larger as my stomach tried to climb up between my lungs and a scream tore itself out between my jaws. 

The Ebon Sun! Grab the fucking - oh shit oh shit - connect with - !

It took every ounce of will that I had to close my eyes and focus. To stop screaming for even a second and thrust my focus down into my reservoir like a fist being slammed through the icy surface of a frozen pond and latch onto Manipura’s glorious, blazing energy.

Heat roared down the length of my body. I drank deep and snapped open my eyes to wrench myself up just before I collided with braying goatmen, who’d planted the butts of their spears in the dirt so as to better impale me.

I shouted with desperation as I swerved up mere feet above those cruel points and struggled for height. The goatmen bellowed their disappointment and hurled a half dozen spears after me - but I flipped around, flying backward, and swiped Shard down at them with a heartfelt cry of hatred, sending a flare of golden light through the spears and down into their number, severing arms, torsos, and heads.

Up I flew, searching desperately for Timan. Where was - there! The serpent was retreating before five or so wardens who were driving it back up into the sky with blasts of lightning, but of Timan there was no sign. 

Had he fallen? Retreated? I searched the sky with desperation but failed to see him. Brielle and Imogen were working together from their wardens, dogfighting with a dozen demons. 

My purpose solidified. There was no time for hesitation, doubts, or fears. I willed myself toward my companions and burst forward, wind plastering my head back, the screams and shrills and chaos of warfare rising up from below, speeding toward my friends to slash with Shard and hurl a bolt of lightning as I closed.

Taking the demons from behind, I killed four of them in one go, sundered chunks falling in sprays of gore toward the masses below, then spun around so that I slid past the remaining demons on my back and hurled another bolt and arc of golden light, killing two more.

I tried for a fancy roll up and around to face my companions but got the mechanics wrong and kind of flailed around several times before righting myself.

“Damn!” Brielle was staring at me, openly impressed. “Noah!”

“It’s all in the reflexes,” I called back, knowing she’d not get the reference, but too high on adrenaline and excitement to care. “The general?”

Imogen was holding onto her glasses with one hand. “Let’s!”

I nodded and hurled myself forward with an effort of will, letting Shard fall back so that it lay alongside my leg, eyes slitted as I sped over Lilith’s army toward the floating iron platform. 

The monsters and men below us couldn’t help but hurl weapons in our direction. Our approach was marked by endless arrows and spears and even hand-axes flying up and missing, though a few of the larger arrows came close. 

The platform was slowly drifting forward, powered by who knew what heretical magic, and its occupants had marked our approach. The massively armored general had turned to regard me, grotesque helm unreadable, but I gathered he gave a command for three of his companions rose up into the air to face us.

Shit.

They were as different from each other as any mage is from his brother, but all were enshrouded in a mantle of malevolence. And these weren’t pushovers either - some instinct warned me that we were flying right at some heavy-hitting Hexenmagi. For a moment I considered ordering my companions back, aborting the mission, but then I gave a shout of fury and flew faster toward them, extending Shard before me so that it glimmered in Ghogiel’s ambient gloom.

I activated my awareness of Brielle and Imogen and sensed them opening out wide on either side. Good. That let me take the center, the spear point aimed at the incoming trio.

The one directly before me was wreathed in trails of smoke like tattered scarves of black silk which coiled about him as if alive. Bare-chested, skin covered in writhing tattoos, his head shaved and similarly inked, he had the look of a punk raver after three nights of non-stop partying. Eyes so wide that I could see the whites all around his irises even at this distance, he was grinning like a loon and showing his teeth that he’d filed down to points.

Or hell, maybe he’d been born with them. 

He spread open his arms as if to embrace me from a distance, and then the smoke trails closed around him and he was gone.

I’d seen this trick from Salathis. I spun about mid-flight, and there he was, exploding into being in a wreath of smoke, a bolt of livid purple light flying from his palm toward my chest.

I cried out in panic and contorted, arching my back as I flung myself aside, and the bolt flew past me. I riposted with Shard, flinging a flare of golden light at his face, but he bamphed away.

I spun, searching for him. Where the hell -?

Imogen’s cry, even as she fought her own opponent. “Noah! Up!” 

Fuck, we were fighting in three dimensions! I looked up in time to see a dozen bolts of purple light come screaming my way, flung from the Hexenmagi who had appeared fifty or so yards above.

The bolts were perhaps a yard apart. I didn’t have time to fly out of their way. Instinct kicked in. I dove.

Straight down at the army I flew, no plan in mind, simply trying to outrun those bolts. I risked a glance over my shoulder as I tried veering aside - only to see them follow after me. Any attempt at leveling off to fly away would result in their slamming into my back.

Fuck!

The enemy army was coming up quick. I was plummeting right at a squadron of lightly armored men with horsehair helms and blades resting over their shoulders. They were staring up at me, shocked by my explosive descent right at them, paralyzed with amazement and incredulity.

I couldn’t stop. I began screaming in anticipation of the impact, and channeled Manipura into my body, felt its heat double and redouble as my muscles soaked in the magic, and then they started screaming right back, those directly beneath me falling into crouches, blades at the ready, but impeded by those who shoved at them in an attempt to get away.

Impact.

I flew down amongst them and at the very last second tore myself up to fly level with the ground, slamming into their legs. The world went from being an expanse of gray sky to churned up dirt and ash and leg greaves and boots. I crossed my arms before my head and plunged through their ranks like a high-speed battering ram, feeling bones snap, hearing screams, knocking men aside as I plowed through their ranks a mere foot off the ground.

I was going terribly fast. Still screaming, I turned my head away and plowed on, slamming through body after body, taking people out by the legs, spinning them away, then knocking them back over me to fall to the ground in my wake. 

On I flew, and the concussive explosions of those purple bolts detonating amongst the survivors behind me confirmed how much trouble I’d have been in if hit. I opened my eyes as I plowed on, reaping a line of death through the army’s ranks, and realized that I was outrunning awareness of my approach; men and women weren’t turning around, or barely starting to by the time I slammed into them, their bodies a blur, their legs an ashen forest of shifting muscles and armor. 

With a cry I pulled up, up into the sky, breaking free of that morass of body, gore sluicing off me, and back up into the clear air, inhaling deep gasps as I fought back my panic, shooting straight up in a desperate attempt to get away from that murky underworld of shattered limbs and pain.

I was halfway toward the wall. Shocked, I turned as I rose to see that I’d plowed through nearly fifty yards of the enemy, though ranks had closed over the line I’d drawn. Far behind, however, were great patches of the dead, large spaces covered in cauterized chunks of flesh where the Hexenmagi’s bolts had exploded.

Eyes wide, heaving for breath, cursing over and over in my mind, I stared, overwhelmed, and then heard something. A hint of movement behind me, or perhaps it was a shift in the wind as something appeared and lunged aside as a black blade stabbed through where I’d been.

Rolling, I saw a new Hexenmagus. This one a woman swathed in crimson robes, a great black belt around her waist whose buckle was the size of a dinner plate shaped like a screaming face.

No, it was a screaming face. The belt buckle was screaming and writhing silently as the Hexenmagus came at me, wielding a double-headed spear with swords at each end.

Fuck this, I thought and hurled a levenbolt at her, a feint meant to merely catch her attention as I then flew wide and slashed with Shard, flinging golden fire at where she’d dodged.

I didn’t see if I hit. A train plowed into me. I don’t know from where. My breath exploded from my lungs and I clung to Shard with pure desperation as I was slammed backward by a huge, serpentine form that drove me through the air at terrible speed, jaws closing around me, a fang punching into my shoulder and going clean through. 

Fire flooded into the wound, followed by numbness.

I was screaming, my throat feeling as if it were about to tear in two, and with panicked abandon I drew further on Manipura, pouring more of its might into my body, so that when I slammed Shard into the snake’s armored head the blade punched straight through its skull all the way down to the hilt.

And like that the body went limp, the jaws loosening, and began to fall.

I fought to stay flying but was trapped by the fang. Screaming still, I let the snake’s huge body pendulum beneath me, its own weight pulling the fang free, and then it was gone, falling to crash amongst the scattering ranks below.

Heaving for breath, left arm hanging numb by my side, fire stealing across my chest, I wiped the blood from my eyes with my right forearm and located the platform.

There.

I didn’t want to know how much magic I had left. Very little, I was sure. Time to finish this or die trying. 

Gaining altitude, I began to close once more. Brielle and Imogen were fending off a Hexenmagus and two flitting cricket-like monsters that kept trying to land on their backs. Five or six of the wardens were battling another Hexenmagus, while Alexander and the rest were strafing the army below with levenbolts as they flew over the ranks. 

Expanding my awareness, I sensed Valeria on the battlements, Emma a little farther within on the ground level of Peruthros. 

No idea, of course, as to Neveah’s location.

I almost swung out to go help Imogen and Brielle but knew doing so would use up the last of my reserves. I’d have to trust them to handle the situation and go for the general myself.

I arched up high, leaving the clamor and hellish din of war below me, rising up to where the cold wind scythed through the air, cooling the blood that cakes my every surface, and saw the general tracking my approach, his great horned helm craning back as he watched me reach my apex and then, holding Shard in both hands, my left arm just barely able to move, and dove down toward him.

I’d not much by the way of a plan. My mind was pretty shattered by the intensity of what I’d just undergone. I just wanted to dive into him, through him, obliterate him as quickly as I could before my magic ran out and I crashed to the ground to never move again.

Down I flew, eyes watering, not screaming now, simply panting for breath, the blood of countless others streaming in my wake, down to the iron platform where his advisors and adjutants scattered to make room for the general and his black bastard sword which he gripped with both gauntlets.

I speared down at him, Shard extended, and at the last second flung a levenbolt and golden arc together, hoping against hope to remove his head. 

No such luck - a green ward flared into existence, rippled in a way I’d never seen, and absorbed the energy of my attacks, diffusing their light across the hemisphere a second before I hit.

The general timed his parry perfectly. He swept his blade across to deflect Shard as he stepped aside, and I slammed down onto the iron platform, pulling back at the last second to stop myself from caving in my own skull with the impact.

Still, I hit hard and rolled up against the railing, the world fading from view for a second, but the clomping sound of approaching boots forced me back up, gasping for breath, to claw my way back to my feet, snatch up the fallen Shard and turn to face the general.

Oh man. 

He was huge. As big as a barn door, his horse rising up to at least seven or more feet in height, and clad in such thick iron plate that each section looked to be at least an inch thick. His fearsome helm was split down the front with a capital ‘Y’ slit, and I couldn’t make out anything within that darkness.

The very air around him had an ozone tang to it as if his plate armor seared the winds, and his blade was inscribed with fell runes that glowed and oozed down the center of its tang.

“Savior,” he said, voice akin to the sound of great shifting rocks beneath the earth. “You have come to me. For this I thank you.”

My head was still ringing, my left arm still numb. “I’m all out of quips,” I said, panting for breath. “How about we just fight?”

He raised his blade in a salute and closed the distance between us.

No shield. My left arm mostly useless. Levenbolt might serve as a distraction. I’d have to use Manipura to my best advantage. 

I stepped away from the railing, not wanting to be pinned, and raised Shard in a rear guard, wanting to lure him into the first attack. I’d parry with an upward swing, put some Manipura power into my defense and rise up in flight -

His slash was devastatingly fast. His great blade flicked out as if weightless, and it was all I could do to swing Shard up as planned. I pumped power into the Body Absolute, and even with my enhanced strength Shard barely deflected his attack so that the tip of his blade opened up a gash across my thigh.

I’d already committed to a rising attack, and this is what saved me from being beheaded; I soared up and over him, turning too slowly to counterattack in the shock of my pain just as his second slash passed through where I’d been.

I dropped to the platform and leaped forward, blasting him with a flare of golden light from Shard as I came. His ward flared into view and then our blades connected. Keep moving, blade, feet, and shield as one - Brielle’s voice, and I shifted to the side instead of just standing there trading blows. 

God, he was strong. I’d no idea how powerful I’d become, suffused as I was with Manipura, but it wasn’t enough. I felt like a child dueling with him. Each of his blows was like a sledgehammer pounding down on an anvil. I quickly gave ground, his attacks driving me back mercilessly, and then leaped up into the air for a moment’s respite, floating six or seven yards up and back as the general paused, blade held at the ready. 

Heaving for breath, right arm numb, I sensed Imogen and Brielle battling still in the air above. No help there. A trio of wardens passed overhead, Alexander amongst them, and strafed the general with levenbolts. His ward flared and absorbed every one with ease. 

Damn. 

Alexander shouted something, and his warden dropped him into the far corner of the platform. “I’ll ward you!”

I couldn’t leave him down there alone with the general, so I flew down, a controlled descent, and began to attack the general from above, slowly circling him in the air, jerking myself back whenever his attacks got through.

Which was often. Not only was I growing exhausted and a mediocre sword fighter to begin with, but fighting mid-air was a completely different proposition from doing so on the ground. Instead of sidestepping or back away, I simply jerked myself around with my mind much like a spoiled toddler might play with a doll, the very force of my evasions throwing off my parries and attacks.

So I drifted back and landed before Alexander. “How are your wards doing?”

He tugged down on his emerald waistcoat. “Sharpish. Though I’m not liking the look of that blade. It might be ensorcelled.”

“Might be?” I asked. “I guarantee it.”

There was a genuine note of fear in his voice. “Perhaps we should, ah, reconsider a strategic retreat?”

“No,” I said, but my own heart was pounding like a car’s tires running along the crossbeams of a train track. “Look at that army, Alex. This is our best chance to defeat them. Cut the head of the snake.”

“Then may the Source have pity on our souls,” he whispered. “Go to it. I’ll see what I can do.”

Flexing my wounded arm, grateful for whatever poison had numbed the otherwise ghastly puncture hole, I advanced cautiously to where the general stood. He’d clearly taken my measure and was in no hurry to finish me off. Excellent. Being underestimated had been one of my best survival tricks thus far. 

Shard was starting to feel heavy. I tried to make the blade flare with light but it produced a dull glow instead.

Not good.

I stopped, lowering myself into a defensive crouch, and when the general began walking toward me raised my palm to fling a levenbolt at his face so as to distract him.

Nothing came.

I was all out of magic. 

I dry swallowed, a leaden weight of dread dropping down upon my shoulders. No more flying out of here. No supernatural strength. Nothing but my own wretched sword skills and Alexander’s wards. 

The general eased into a slightly offensive stance, turning into a three-quarters profile, and then exploded forward, stabbing his great blade right at my chest with the speed of a flung harpoon. 

I yelled and sidestepped, parrying with Shard as best I was able only to realize that it was a feint; with superb control, the general changed his thrust into a downward chop at my leading leg, and Alexander’s ward flared into brilliant existence only to shatter when the black blade swung at its surface.

But it was enough. Enough to buy me time to leap aside and avoid having my leg severed at the knee.

I knew I had to press my attack, take advantage of this minute opening in the general’s defense, but my limbs were exhausted. I wiped blood and sweat from my eyes and circled out around the large platform, dimly aware of the cries and screams of approval coming from the army around us that had turned to watch.

Imogen and Brielle were even further away now, having been driven back by other flying creatures. I could dimly sense Valeria on the wall, fighting right in the thick of a breach. Emma was -

The general came at me, and I yelled in panic, backing away rapidly and deflecting his attacks, Shard being knocked back and forth by the massive warrior’s blows. He was toying with me. The bastard was just slapping me around, Alexander’s ward preventing the more deadly attacks from sliding home, but only barely.

The knowledge that this man could kill me at any moment was infuriating, chilling, will-sapping. I dug deep for more strength, having to work with my own mortal reserves, and threw myself forward into an attack, following a pattern Brielle had taught me.

Clearly, that pattern was too basic for such a warrior; he didn’t retreat, but rather parried my every attack with ease. 

Then, breaking through my rhythm, he stepped forward and hewed his blade down upon my head like an axman chopping wood. I screamed, raised Shard in an attempt to parry, and was driven down to the ground by the force of his blow which shattered Alexander’s ward once more and knocked the flat of Shard’s blade down against my face such that it bounced off my brow and left me stunned.

“Noah!” Alexander’s voice was weak and seemed to come from a hundred yards off. “Get away! I can’t… I can’t protect…”

The general loomed above me like a cliff made of iron. Was that disdain I felt radiating from him? Disappointment? He reversed his grip on his bastard sword, both gauntleted hands tight about the long hilt, and raised it high overhead to impale me through my chest.

I stared up, rapt, hypnotized by its gleaming black point. The cry and ruckus of the battlefield faded away until there was nothing but the blade and me.

“Goodbye, savior.” The general’s voice was almost sad.

I closed my eyes, focused as clearly as I could on my reservoir, not having time to visualize descending into it, but rather thrusting my mind into my core in an effort to grasp a final gasp of magic, something, anything with which to stave off this end.

Nothing.

At the last second, I opened my eyes and rolled aside as the blade came down, sinking into the iron floor with a thunk, and tried to climb up onto my feet so as to launch a blistering counter-attack. The best I managed was rising to one knee, my blade whipping around to be deflected by the general’s casual parry.

A parry which he followed up with a boot to my chest, lifting me off my knee altogether and sending me sliding along the platform to fetch up against the railing, gasping and wheezing for air. I looked around desperately for Alexander, eyes filling with tears, and saw that he was gone.

Abandoned ship, or platform, as it were.

I couldn’t blame him, but still, it stung. To die alone like this?

The general’s iron boots clunked as he walked toward me, great blade swinging in lazy figure eights before him.

One last trick. I had to come up with a final way out of this. A quick scan - Imogen and Brielle were now grounded just outside the army’s edge, backing away. Valeria, Emma - no good. 

A trio of wardens flew in from overhead. My heart rose in my throat as they unleashed a barrage of coruscating levenbolts upon the general, the air sizzling and shattering with the intensity of their strike. 

But the general’s ward flared up and took it all, distributing their power across its surface and not so much as cracking. 

The wardens flew on, out of sight, and the general didn’t even break his stride.

I had to get up and hurl myself off the platform. Down into the melee, where at least I could play dead, though why the general wouldn’t leap down after me -

The general stopped. 

A curved, black blade slid out through his chest, gleaming with blood, out and still further out till it stopped, at least three feet worth of sword.

I froze.

The general stared down at the blade as if in confusion, raising one gauntlet to touch it, but then the sword whispered and disappeared as it was yanked back out.

The general turned, legs suddenly gone clumsy, and I saw Neveah standing there, her face spattered with blood, her lustrous hair matted and plastered down the side of her head and shoulder. Her sword rose above her, held at shoulder height, blood running down its six-foot length, her eyes had slitted as she stared at the towering warrior.

“My wards,” he rumbled. “Why did they not stop your attack?”

“I wield Morghothilim. I know not its provenance or how it came to me, but it is mine, and I’ve yet to encounter a ward it cannot pierce.”

The general rocked back on his heels. Blood was welling out of the inch-wide slot that Neveah has cut into his backplate. “That… that is a fearsome weapon. I am grateful for your presence. At last. A fight worth the dying for.”

And to my surprise he lunged at her, his bastard sword wielded with just as much strength and speed. I’d thought him about to keel over. 

Neveah had drifted back, her blade extended behind her at waist height, legs flexed, her hands over a foot apart on the great hilt. As the general struck, she swung her demon blade around so fast that I couldn’t track it, and with a great clang knocked his sword up and aside to leap and bring her blade up and then use the entirety of her body to fold over and drive the sword deep into the general’s shoulder.

Morghothilim cleaved straight through the armor, down through his chest, and came out below. The general’s entire arm fell to the platform, a huge blast of black blood spurting forth from the wound.

But somehow the armored giant still swung his blade around, a final scything sweep that Neveah ducked under as she landed, already spinning, her blade sweeping around in a circle of death over seven feet wide to slam into the general’s thighs and cleave through both legs.

The warrior crashed to the floor and lay there trying to right himself, to sit up, but in a matter of moments bled out and lay still.

I could only stare, eyes wide, mouth open, as Neveah straightened from her crouch to gaze at the fallen general.

Holy shit. It hadn’t even been a contest. 

Her blade hummed, and I saw the blood that drenched its length sink into it like rain into parched soil.

But more importantly, a cry went up from the army around us. Struggling to stand, I thought that perhaps the loss of their general had demoralized them so, but it wasn’t that - great beasts amongst their ranks were now turning upon the Lilith fighters, going berserk as they tossed their great horned heads and rampaged into those closest to them.

“Come on,” said Neveah, moving to the platform’s railing to stare at the distant walls of Peruthros.

“Come on?” Was she talking to me? I limped over. “What do you mean?”

“I told Valeria to prepare Victor to lead a charge once I killed the general. They need to strike now while the army’s off-balance.”

“While you -” I bit back my retort. I was the one who was supposed to have killed the general. She hadn’t trusted me to do the job. Which… I supposed was fair. I swallowed back my bitterness and instead tried for a half bow. “Thank you, Neveah.”

She flicked her gaze at me, dismissed me, and returned to stare at the great city gates. 

“Why do you think he’d listen to Valeria?” I asked.

“Because she’s Valeria,” said Neveah. “She’s good at talking to these military types.”

A hush of shock had befallen the enemy closest to us, a hush which began to break into cries of anger as the platform started to wobble and sink down toward the ground. 

“Can you run?” she asked.

“Yes,” I said, not knowing if that were true.

“Good. We’re going to head that direction. Stay behind me. I’ll open a path. Don’t get so close that I can’t swing my sword.”

Again I wanted to make a bitter retort, something to the effect that this wasn’t my first rodeo, but again I bit down the words. It wasn’t like she cared what I said. 

Just then I heard the distant call of trumpets, and the great gates in the walls began to swing open, a roar sounding from just within as the crusaders began to pour out in a tide of spear points and brandished swords to charge toward the vacillating enemy lines.

“Good,” said Neveah. “We’ve no time to watch. Come on!” And she vaulted over the railing to fall the last couple of yards into a crouch, her demon blade held at ear height and pointing right behind her.

I did the same, with far less grace, and landed heavily on the torn and muddy earth. And somehow, even at this distance, I felt the shockwave that flashed through the enemy ranks as Victor’s army collided with their front, something almost psychological, an invisible pulse of panic and confusion. 

Four wardens swooped by overhead, plowing the enemy before us with a dazzling display of levenbolts. Neveah ran through the aftermath, blade sweeping around to thresh the enemy as if they were wheat, lopping off the tips of swords, parts of heads and limbs as she went.

I charged right after, Shard held at the ready, but the confusion, carnage, and dismay kept the enemy off-balance so that nobody closed with me. 

Again the wardens flew overhead, strafing the warriors before us with their lightning bolts, and again the enemy died, screaming and electrocuted moments before Neveah cut them down. On we ran, Neveah seemingly tireless, her demon blade cutting through flesh and steel with equal ease, till at last the ranks thinned out and we punched into the clear. 

A great roaring filled the air as if some vast, world-spanning beast were moving forward to swallow us all whole, and I saw the army before us surge and clash against itself like the surf pounding upon the rocks and being thrown back into the ocean. Ogres and great scaled dinosaur-looking fuckers were laying about themselves with horrific abandon, while somewhere out of sight I could hear a chant going on and on, sung but a thousand throats as they cut their way into the enemy army like heated knives into walls of butter. 

For the Source! For the Savior! For the Source! For the Savior!

I sensed Imogen and Brielle take to the air once more, carried by some surviving wardens over the front lines of the enemy where they lay down further death and destruction. 

The will of the army wavered - and then broke.

Even as their own monsters tore great holes into their ranks, the human followers of Lilith pushed and struggled to escape, a few dozen running figures suddenly becoming a deluge as voices shouted Retreat! Retreat!

Chaos engulfed the masses before me, what rough lines they’d held so as to resemble regiments broke altogether into bedlam, and the army became a vast mob that sought to escape the warden’s lightning, the destruction being wrought by the beasts within their ranks, and the crusaders that were still pouring out through the front gate to slam into their front line.

Neveah gestured that we should move even further back, for in their desperation strangers were willing to chance running at the blood-soaked woman with her six feet of black steel.

Nobody came any closer than five feet. 

The battle was not yet over, however; different parts of the army rallied itself over the next twenty minutes, new voices shouting commands and trying to exert order. The worst of Lilith’s rampaging beasts were shot down by countless arrows, and Victor’s sally bogged down into a protracted melee as the enemy turned to fight.

But the initiative was now ours, and as Neveah and I retreated further from the fight to slightly higher ground I saw the wardens continue to ply the knots of resistance with their magical attacks, bearing Imogen, Brielle, and even Kashala, whose gouts of fire were akin to a dragon’s breath attack and which killed scores at a time.

We watched from afar as the battle ground on, and when the second route took place I knew it to be the final one. The light was growing dim, the air frigid, and the enemy forces took to their heels, racing up over the ridge and out of sight as they took to the ashen plains.

A great roar of triumph echoed across the crusader’s bloody ranks, and I heard countless shouts echo thinly across the distance between us as commanders sought to prevent their men and women from giving chase. 

“It’s time we returned,” said Neveah, at long last sheathing her blade. “You will no doubt be wanting to celebrate.”

I was overwhelmed by the scale of the carnage I’d just witnessed. The epic nature of extended combat between forces several thousand strong. Peruthros’ field was littered with the dead and dying, and the crusaders who yet lived were now moving amongst that number, pulling their living comrades free and dealing death strokes to the enemy.

Which is why it took me a moment to register Neveah’s words. “Wait. You’re not going to celebrate with us?”

“No,” said Neveah, voice cold, turning to stare at me. “My job’s not yet done. I’ve got to find and kill Victor.”

 


Chapter 43

 


 

“You’re fucking kidding me,” I said, feeling the blood drain from my face. “C’mon, Neveah. Please. We’re past this. Right?”

My words sounded weak even to myself. Neveah looked away to study the course of the battle, picking, perhaps, her route toward the main gate. Determining with that distant, almost alien intelligence of hers where Victor might be.

“This is for the greater good,” she said. “You cannot stop me, Noah. You’re too weak. Victor won’t see my attack coming. This is the perfect opportunity to cut him down, liberating us all of his presence and setting the stage for the final attack on the Black Tower.”

“You kill Victor this whole shitshow will fall apart,” I shouted. “C’mon! He’s the heart of this whole movement, the one who pulled together all these people and led them here, right to the edge of the waste! You think everyone will just shrug and keep on trucking if you cut off his damn head?”

“They’ll have no choice,” she said, voice flat in comparison to my exasperation and anger. “They’ll follow your lead from now on. As it should be.”

“Is that what this is? You think I should be the only one in charge?”

“No, Noah.” A hint of impatience inflected her voice. “That’s a beneficial consequence to cutting his damn head off, as you put it. What matters is that he dies.”

“And you don’t know why, do you? You’re just going to go obey this urge of yours without thinking about it twice. Like - like some fucking junkie needing his fix.”

“Live long enough, Noah, and you’ll learn to trust your blind imperatives.” Neveah turned back to me, and damn if I didn’t see something akin to pity, perhaps even tenderness in her virulently blue eyes. “There will come a time when you’re stripped of all reason, all logic, where your ability to rationalize your next steps and decisions will be torn away, and you will be left with nothing more than your core intuition, your gut certainty that what must be done is right, because if it’s not, than you might as well fall on your sword and give yourself over to the dark.”

“And you know, that sounds really impressive? All doom and gloom and stuff? And I know you’ve been through hell and back and seen stuff I don’t know and you don’t know because you’ve forgotten it all, but there’s a key difference between you and me and that’s that I don’t have a shit ton of Hexenmagic scarred into my soul and maybe jerking me around like some crazy puppet. Think, Neveah! Why did you get released? Why were you sent back to Bastion? Who gave you that demon sword? What’s that magic doing to your soul? Your mind? How can you be so certain Victor needs to die if you can’t even explain it to yourself?”

Neveah raised her chin and I saw her swallow, the first hint of vulnerability or uncertainty I’d ever seen break through her perfect facade of inhuman self-control. “You don’t need to lecture me on my past or the life that I have lived. I am well aware of it all, Noah. You cannot imagine what it means to persist when every fallible and human element of my being urges me to just cut my own throat and be done.”

That shut me up. And she didn’t even raise her voice. Just leveled that piercing gaze at me and spoke with such intensity that I half expected the air between us to shimmer like blacktop back home under the summer sun. 

“But I am not going to give up. I am not going to fundamentally doubt myself. I will do what I deem best and trust that the Source saw fit to free me from Taniel’s cell for a reason.” She took a step toward me, chin lowering, eyes narrowing. “For Lilith is not the only force at work in this universe, Noah. Not all that happens occurs due to her manipulations. The Source also acts, the Source also impinges its will upon the lives of us all, and all things being equal, I choose to believe I am guided by it and not Lilith.”

The silence between us was punctuated by the low-level roar of grinding combat just fifty yards away. The clangor of weapon upon weapon, the screams of the dying, the roars of defiance, the cries of victory. More and more of the enemy were fleeing back toward the high ridge, the first of the crusaders fighting to level with us, working their way forward with elated determination.

“You go kill Victor, I’ll walk into that battle and get myself killed,” I said. I had nothing else with which to threaten her. And to my surprise, I realized I meant it. I’d not been there for Michael. A great surge of pain arose within me, and I blinked away tears, a whirl of emotion taking me by surprise. What the hell? Where was this coming from? I wiped the tears away, angry at my own weakness, but felt my resolve harden. Though there was nothing I could’ve done, on some level I realize I still felt like I’d failed Michael. Well, this time I could make a difference. I wouldn’t fail Victor.

“Don’t be a fool,” she said.

“Nope. Dead serious here. I’m going to go out there and hack at bad guys with Shard till someone stabs me in the gut and then it’ll all be over. You’ll get to kill Victor, sure, but with my death, everyone loses.”

“You wouldn’t,” she said.

“Look in my eyes, Neveah. You think I’m joking?”

She took three more steps to close the distance between us, her gaze boring into my eyes, and it felt like trying to win a staring match with a leopard. 

“You idiot,” she hissed.

“Yeah, that about sums it up,” I said. “So what’s it going to be?”

“Very well. I’ll babysit you until this battle is over. But you can’t imperil yourself forever. As soon as you’re out of ways to get yourself killed I’m gone.”

“Fine,” I said. “That’s just great. But until then you keep your babysitting ass right where I can see it.”

Neveah narrowed her gaze, and I realized that my words could have been understood as having the wrong emphasis. Just then four wardens descended from above, landing about us with practiced ease, none of them cratering, and Imogen and Brielle stepped free of their arms, Imogen running forward to embrace me.

“Hey, whoa,” I said, staggering and hugging her back. “It’s OK, yeah?”

“I saw you on that platform fighting the general and couldn’t get to you,” she said, pulling back to gaze at me with raw, earnest horror. “No matter what I did, I couldn’t break free. I thought you were going to die.”

“I would have without Miss Must-Kill-Victor here,” I said. “You’re going to have to help me come up with a way to reason with her. At the moment only my resolution to get myself killed if she leaves is keeping her close.”

Neveah sheathed her bone dry blade, sliding all six feet of black demon-steel home and then propped the ridiculously long blade over her shoulder. “Neither Brielle nor Imogen will allow you to die. I can go now.”

“Um, Mersal?” I turned to the young warden who had sunk into an exhausted crouch. “You got any tricks or abilities to stop Neveah from running off?”

“What?” He shook his head. “I could hit her with a levenbolt, but I’m sure that would just get my head cut off.”

“I’ll see you all soon,” said Neveah. “You will thank me for this.” And she began to walk away.

“Neveah, stop!” I knew, of course, that she wouldn’t. “Damn it!”

“What can we do?” asked Brielle, voice hushed as she stepped up alongside me. “Incapacitate her?”

“We can’t attack her,” said Imogen firmly. “We can’t. She’s one of us. A companion.”

“Technically, she’s not,” said Brielle. “Unless you two have…?”

“No,” I said.

“Didn’t think so. There’s no bond there to break.”

“We lose her if we attack her,” said Imogen. “And we can’t afford that. She’s indispensable to our goal.”

“I agree,” I said. “Damn it! We need her more than Victor but we can’t let her just chop his head off. What can we do?”

Neveah broke into a run, cutting a wide arc around the messy fringes of the battle toward the central gate in the distance.

I closed my eyes, frowning, and searched for Valeria. Still atop the city walls, by one of the towers flanking the gate. Emma was in the courtyard within. 

“Mersal, my apologies. I need a ride.”

The young warden groaned. He looked as drained as I felt, but had been flying for much, much longer. “I’m not a pack pony.”

“The warden’s getting familiar,” said Brielle with amusement.

“We need to get atop the wall,” I said. “If Valeria convinced Victor to send the crusaders out, I’m hoping that means they might still be standing together. We need to get to him before Neveah does. Our presence and warning might keep Neveah away.”

“All right,” said Mersal, allowing one of his brothers to haul him back to his feet. “But then I will need to sleep for days. I’ve not drunk this deep from my power in… I can’t even remember.”

“Deal,” I said. Neveah was gone from sight now, hidden by a screen of combatants. “Ready when you are.”

The wardens picked us up and rose into the air, flying high above the fighting toward the gate. I scanned the crusaders below, trying to detect any heart or command center to the line, just in case Victor had taken the field. If he was I didn’t make him out, but then we were upon the walls, rising up toward the battlements, shouts of warning and greeting sounding out as we cleared the merlons and Mersal set me down atop the blood-spattered stone walkway.

The wall top was littered with corpses and fallen weapons, the footing treacherous, entire chunks blasted inward from a direct catapult or magical strikes. Yet the sense of relief was clear; the fighting had pushed away from the city’s immediate perimeter, a reprieve had been earned, and those who could still stand were watching the battle below with delight, cheering on their comrades while others tended to the wounded.

Valeria stood beside Victor and General Martha, a tall banner held aloft behind them depicting a golden lion on a green field. A score of messengers were waiting for orders to one side, while a number of strangers in armor were listening to Martha give commands as she stabbed at the field below with an imperative finger.

“… I don’t want to sound the order to retreat, but if those idiots don’t pull back from that far ridge I’ll have no choice. You, you, and you, get a courier to the sergeants leading those three regiments on the right wing and tell them to pull the hell back. If the tide turns they’ll be caught high and dry. What’s that idiot in the center doing with - ah! The savior.”

She caught sight of me as I walked up, and they all turned to regard me, Victor clapping his hands with joy and pushing through to embrace me roughly, squeezing hard before stepping back. He’d taken a nasty cut from his left temple to his jawline which was bleeding through the bandages wrapped around his head, and his left eye was swollen and purple, but that didn’t seem to be affecting his cheer.

“The savior in truth! Never has a name been more merited, or more maligned by an undeserving commander of a crusade just before you showed up! Honestly, Noah, there was no need for such theatrics. You could have arrived an hour ago and saved us all the heart attacks. I could have sworn we were done for before you and these fine sorcerers flew in. Just like out of a heroic saga. Well done!”

I couldn’t help but grin. Even after all our time together, Victor’s sheer enthusiasm and the gleam in his eye could still make me feel proud and happy to be his friend, to have lived up to his expectations or exceeded them.

“Needed to be sure you’d appreciate my return,” I said, pitching my words as he had so that those around us could hear. “What’s the verdict? This battle won?”

“Hardly,” said Martha, trying very hard not to grouse. “But you wouldn’t know it from those fools below. The enemy still outnumbers. All it would take would be their rallying upon the ridge, holding the high ground, and they’ll roll us right back down to the walls. The order was to drive them back, not chase them to their camp.”

“The battle is won,” said Victor, grinning at Martha. “The savior is returned! And with a flying battalion of death-dealing magicians! General Moravius is slain, their Hexenmagi destroyed or driven off, and even now their terror beasts ravage their own flanks. C’mon Martha. Cheer up for once!”

“I’ll cheer up when the last of the enemy is dead and our people safely returned,” she said.

Valeria stepped up to regard my shoulder wound in shock. “You’re bleeding out, Noah. What the hell are you doing?”

“Oh, this?” I felt light-headed enough to affect nonchalance. “Where did I get that from? Oh, right. That sky snake thing.”

“I saw that,” said one of the armored strangers who stood to the side, a grizzled old man with a rectangular beard. “I couldn’t believe it when you stabbed it through the head -”

“I don’t care where you got it from,” said Valeria. “You need to get that tended to before you fall over dead.”

“In a moment,” I said, placing a hand on her mailed shoulder. “Victor, Neveah’s loose. She’s coming for you.”

“Shit,” he said, his smile immediately curdling. “That’s… that’s not good.”

“No,” I said. “I’m sorry. But I needed her help to get this far. I tried to reason with her -”

“No need to apologize,” he said. “We all saw her kill the general and save your life. I’d just very much like not to be cut in half.”

“I know.” I blinked as things pulled away from me for a moment - tunnel vision, I realized - and then came swimming back. “We just need to keep you safe till we can… I don’t know. Catch her again?”

It felt so wrong to speak about Neveah in such a manner. To not be on her side. But despite trusting her with my life in every other matter, I still couldn’t just let her behead the crusading movement for no understandable reason. 

“It took over twenty men to subdue her last time,” said Victor. “And only because she was half delirious with thirst and starvation. I doubt we’d be able to capture her again. I’m sorry, Noah. If she tries to kill me, I’ll defend myself.”

“I know.” I ground the base of my palm into my eye. “I’m going to think of something. I promise. Just… stay safe for now, yeah? And keep some magic users with you. We need to just keep her at bay till I can figure something out.”

“Yes. Very well.” Victor rubbed the uninjured side of his face vigorously then grinned again, his joy irrepressible. “But we can’t let that take away from our victory. And you’ve returned with new companions! I look forward to getting to know them better as we go on our last push. One last push, Noah. We’re almost there. Can you believe it?”

Martha spat. “We haven’t even won this battle yet. Don’t count your fucking chickens.”

“I’m already selling them at the market, dear general.”

The world pulled away again, sounds becoming muted, then came slowly back. For some reason, Valeria had her arm around me, and I was leaning back as if she were dipping me in a ballroom dance.

“Best get down to the infirmary,” said Victor, brow furrowed with concern. “We’ll take care of things from here.”

“I’m fine,” I said, trying ineffectually to struggle free. “The poison numbed everything. No pain.”

“You’re not fine. Let’s get you seen to,” said Valeria, and to my chagrin, she hoisted me up into her arms. Damn, but she was strong. She nodded politely to Victor. “General.”

Imogen and Brielle followed behind as Valeria carried me down some stairwell. I must have blacked out because the next thing I knew I was being laid out on a blanket stretched across the muddy cobblestones, Emma rushing up to my side along with two grim-faced nurse-types whose fronts were spattered with gore.

“Noah? Noah!”

“Just a flesh wound,” I said, trying for a smile. “Remember? Like in the Holy Grail movie?”

“Not funny,” she said, stepping back as the nurses began cutting my shirt off with a pair of blood-encrusted shears. “That knight loses all of his legs in that movie.”

“It’s a sign of bravery to joke about dangerous wounds,” I said, closing my eyes. “Shows that I’m disdainful of my own… wellbeing. Makes women want you.”

“We’re not allowed to slap him when he’s hurt, are we?” That would be Brielle’s voice.

“No,” said one of the nurses shocked.

“I’ve finally figured it out,” I said. “I need to stay badly injured at all times. That way nobody will ever punch me after my punch line.”

“Can someone please shut him up?” Brielle seemed to speak from a growing distance. But did she sound distraught? It was hard to tell.

I guess I blacked out again. This time for a while. When I woke up, I was inside somewhere - nowhere I’d been before - lying propped up on a bed, shirtless, a mass of white bandages wrapped around my shoulder and chest. Candles sitting in miniature alcoves along the walls gave off soft illumination. 

Valeria was standing to one side, arms crossed over her chest, watching me with a sober gaze. “You’re awake.”

“Hey.” I struggled to sit up. “What happened?”

She pushed away from the wall and stepped over. She’d shed her armor and scale mail and was wearing what I realized had to be her underclothes. A tight pair of shorts that barely cleared the top of her muscled, tattooed thighs and revealed the ‘V’ shaped cuts that slipped obliquely down past her hips. A sleeveless shirt that revealed a band of her stomach, her toned arms that hugged her full breasts. 

My throat went dry. 

She sat on the edge of my bed and curled a strand of her golden hair behind her ear. There was something of the lioness to her, a graceful power that was all restraint in her femininity, the delicacy of her features in contrast to the glorious strength and athleticism of her frame 

“How are you feeling?” Her voice was husky. “You’ve changed a lot since Kether.”

I glanced down at myself. My own physique was now more in line with her own; life had grown so hectic that I’d stopped thinking about how crazy it was to have a broad, powerful chest, for my body fat to have dropped so that my abs were easily visible, for my arms to have grown corded with muscle that allowed me to swing Shard and fight far past anything I could have done in Bastion.

“Oh yeah,” I said, suddenly feeling self-conscious. “Thanks. I guess this is, um, due to our bond. Your strength flowing into me.”

She reached out to trace the contours of my pecs. Her expression was still solemn, still meditative, and a thrill of goosebumps broke out across my skin at her gentle touch. She traced my musculature down to my abdomen, spread her fingers wide and brushed her palm down to where my drawstring leggings started.

“I still feel lost,” she said, and there was a pain in her voice that seemed to speak from a great depth. “Still feel polluted by what I did. Who I was. I need to find a way to cleanse myself, Noah.”

“Not enough water to shower here in Peruthros,” I said, but she didn’t even crack a smile.

Instead, she reached out and took the edge of my pants by my hips and pulled them down, exposing my cock which immediately thickened and grew hard.

“Not what I was talking about,” she said, and took hold of my dick in her hand, closed her fingers about the shaft and gave it a soft squeeze. “I want to strengthen our bond. Find healing through it. Connect with the Source. With you.” 

And then tears glimmered in her eyes, stilling any further wisecracks on my part. “These past weeks have been… very hard. There were times I wanted to give up. To kill myself. But I held on. I thought of you, Noah. What you’re trying to do. How much depends on your success. And told myself that no matter how… hard my circumstances became, I couldn’t fail you. Couldn’t fail the universe. So I held on.”

All the while she was gently pulsing her grip on my cock, giving it slight squeezes so that I only grew harder. God, but I loved the sight of her body, her power, her strength. The swell of her thick thighs, the definition around her delts, how she managed to combine such strength with such feminine grace. A bronze-skinned Valkyrie, a lioness in truth.

“Valeria,” I said, voice hoarse, “you’ve no idea how much I’ve missed you.”

“Then show me,” she said, lowering her face to my cock. “Show me, Noah. I need it more than you know.”

She kissed the tip of my cock, and for a second a strand of pre-cum stretched from my dick to her lips. Then she lowered her head and took all of me in her mouth, one hand grasping me by the base, the other holding her golden hair back.

I closed my eyes as the intense sensation of her head bobbed up and down, the tickle of her hair on my thigh each time she descended, the sound of her breathing, the waves of warmth that radiated up from my cock through the rest of my body. 

The pain in my shoulder and across the rest of my body receded, and I just lay there loving the sensation of Valeria sucking my cock. She did so methodically, her rhythm constant, my head bumping against the back of her throat each time.

But I knew she’d not take me all the way like Imogen, down into her actual throat, knew that she’d restrain herself from choking. As I lay there blissed out, I tried to puzzle out the reason why: it wasn’t that Imogen didn’t have dignity or self-respect, no; it was more that Valeria had an innate reserve, a more old-school sense of what was right in bed, what was good. She’d not be the type to indulge in filthy sex and grin at me while doing so; to her, lovemaking was more of a natural, loving experience, physical and direct and passionate and intense. 

But holy shit, I didn’t care. I could feel my orgasm coming, her fingers gently massaging my balls, but before I could get too close she stopped and sat up.

“Did I tell you I’ve missed you already?” I grinned at her. “Because hot damn, did I ever.”

Her smile was a wry, quiet expression, and then she reached up to tug her shirt up and off her head, her breasts rising momentarily before slipping free. She tossed her shirt aside, and her curled golden tresses fell across her chest. 

I gritted my teeth and sat up, ignoring the pain, so that I could bring her perfect breasts to my lips. I was surprised again at just how large they were, the nipples dark against her bronzed skin, each large enough that I could cup it with both hands. 

I sucked her nipple between my lips and she exhaled, sighed as if finally relaxing into the moment, and let her head hang back, hands loosely cradling my head. I moved from nipple to nipple, and couldn’t help but compare; only Brielle was remotely close in breast size, but even she didn’t come close. 

I squeezed them together, pressing her nipples close so that I could move my tongue from one to the other rapidly, and Valeria let out a chuckle of surprise and delight before moving a leg over my legs to then rise up and stand before me.

I lay back and gazed up the length of her sculpted body. Watched, cock straining, as she peeled her shorts off, shimmied them down her muscled thighs to kick them away and stand completely naked before me.

“You’re a fucking goddess,” I whispered, and she was. Statuesque didn’t do her justice, and the golden light of the candles made her look like a work of art, defined and cut and toned.

She ran a hand slowly down over her pussy, cupping herself, gazing down at me contemplatively, then bit her lower lip as she pressed a single finger within her cleft and buried it there. I could see her glisten in the candlelight, and watched, mesmerized, as she drew the finger out just enough to push it back in.

“Fuck, Valeria,” I whispered. “You trying to give me a heart attack?”

She came close to smirking and reached up to cup a breast with her other hand, kneading it as she fingered herself, watching me all the while. “No,” she said at last. “Not that.”

Slowly she knelt above me, reaching down to guide my cock between her lips. When I felt her sweet wetness she sat back, oh so slowly, and I sank inside her, groaning and raising my hips for more depth, deep inside her, until I could penetrate no further.

Valeria closed her eyes and cupped her breasts with both hands now, squeezing them and pinching her nipples as she rose and then descended down the length of my shaft.

I grasped her by the hips and went to match her rhythm, but she opened her eyes and shook her head. “You’re injured. Don’t move. Let me do all the work. I promise to fuck you just right regardless.”

I didn’t need any more encouragement. I lay back and just watched her as she did exactly what she promised, rising and falling over and over with each flex of her thighs over which I pressed my hands, loving the sensation of her muscles at work, their broad smoothness. Watched as she went faster and faster, losing herself in the sensation, her golden hair dropping before her face as she finally fell forward onto her hands with a cry.

Fuck doing nothing. I gripped her by the hips and began to fuck her right back, and this tore a second cry from her throat. Eyes closed she rode me, and each time I slammed deep into her pussy she moaned, over and over, our bodies moving as one, the sensation exquisite, beyond exquisite - perfect.

As my pace picked up she finally stilled, covering her mouth as I pounded faster and faster into her, eyes squeezed tightly shut, and then her pussy suddenly squeezed tight as a scream tore itself from her lips as she came.

Again she clapped her hand over her mouth, but she could barely control herself, her whole body shaking as if assailed by earthquakes as I continued to pound her, pushing her orgasm on and on, harder and harder till she rose up on her knees, hands squeezing her tits, head thrown back as if in delicious agony, her whole body heaving and shaking until I came, my hips and back lifted right up off the bed, to cum with thunderous power inside her.

She fell down upon me, catching herself at the last moment, and together we lay, gasping and panting, our orgasms churning through us both, her face pressed against my cheek, her golden hair fanned out across me, breasts squashed flat against my chest.

It was too much. Still inside her, I blinked, trying for clarity, but felt the dark waters of oblivion rising to claim me. I felt Valeria’s lips on my neck, felt her embrace me, pull me into her arms, and still wrapped up in a warm cocoon of bliss I faded away and passed out into sleep.

 

* * *

 

I woke up alone in bed, Emma asleep in an armchair close by, curled up with her knees under her cheek. Valeria was fully dressed and leaning against the wall by the doorway, carefully whittling a chunk of wood into something that looked like a badly deformed gopher. 

“Hey,” I said, trying to sit up but wincing as I put weight on my left arm which was still not doing what I wanted.

Valeria pushed off the wall, her smile warm. “Thank the Source. How do you feel? Hungry?”

My stomach gurgled and growled, and I realized that I was famished, my mouth parched. Hungry enough to not even bother making a lewd joke. “Starving.”

Emma stirred, awakening from her sleep. “Noah?”

“Present,” I said, trying for a smile. “You’ve gotta be tired of waiting for me to wake up like this all the time.”

“Don’t be an idiot,” she said, rising to her feet as Valeria took up a bowl of meaty stew from a table and sat beside me on the bed. “You just need to stop getting yourself injured.”

“Less talk, more eating,” said Valeria, giving me no time to comment, and spooned a chunk of cold meat into my mouth. “You might be the savior and all that, but you still need to regain your strength.”

“Hmmmph,” I said as I chewed, trying not to laugh as she met my gaze, a new light of amusement gleaming in the depths of her eyes. I focused on swallowing before Valeria shoved the next spoonful into my mouth. “Update?”

Emma hugged herself tightly and glanced at the door. “Noah… what’s happening out there - is that normal?”

I held up a hand to fend off Valeria’s next spoonful. “Normal? How so?”

“You’ve been asleep for about ten hours,” said Valeria. “A lot’s happened since you passed out. It’s gone past midnight. The enemy was driven from the field and their baggage train and camp captured. Those who could get away now face a week of marching across the wastelands without supplies.”

“That’s… brutal? But good for us?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, but from the qualified way she said it, I knew there was more.

“Since the victory, our army has been… celebrating,” said Emma. “It’s…” She shook her head. “The things they’re doing to the prisoners…”

“Oh,” I said. “Right. Fuck.” I tried to sit up again. “Torture? Executions?”

“Yes torture and executions,” said Emma, horrified. “How can you just say it like that?”

I frowned. How to explain it to her? “You’ve not been on the campaign with Victor this whole time, Emma. Seen what he and his people have been through. The atrocities. They’ve got a lot of pent-up rage, a lot of hatred. This is how they vent it. I don’t like it any more than you -”

“You don’t?” Her eyes were glittering as she stared down at me. “You sure sound pretty damn nonchalant about it. Noah, they’re crucifying people upside down out there. Maiming them, torturing them to death by the hundreds. We’re as far away as we can get in here so that we don’t have to hear the screams.”

Her horror was like a splash of cold water in my face. “I know it’s ghastly -”

“Ghastly? What the hell are you talking about, Noah? You know it’s ghastly? It’s… it’s evil, is what it is.”

I looked to Valeria for support, but to my surprise found none on her hard features. “Valeria? You’ve fought in wars before. What’s happening out there is awful, but isn’t it also kind of normal over the long run for an army to…?”

Valeria shook her head. “No, Noah. The only time I’ve ever seen such widespread torture and mutilation of the enemy was when we overran an enemy camp in the last year before we were defeated.”

“An enemy camp?” I asked, thought suddenly slow, not wanting to understand.

“A camp belonging to Lilith worshippers,” she said.

“Noah.” There were tears in Emma’s eyes. “Please please please don’t tell me these are the good guys we’re depending on. Please don’t tell me you think this is OK.”

I frowned and fought again to sit up, anger and resentment stirring up within me. “You guys haven’t been there. You didn’t see what we found in Hidden Hope. Or -”

“I don’t care what you saw in Hidden Hope!” Emma’s voice rose to a cry. “What’s happening out there is sick and Victor’s in the middle of it, encouraging everyone on, laughing and drinking as hundreds of people are torn apart and burned to death and you think that’s excusable?” She searched my face, the horror on her own chilling me to my core. “Noah, what’s happened to you?”

“You don’t know Victor,” I said, and tried for a reassuring smile. “Trust me. There’s so much to him that’s just like Michael. The same… I don’t know how to put it. The same crazy confidence, the – the friendship, you know?”

Emma’s stare was flat and hard. “Victor is nothing like Michael.”

Her words hit me like a slap.

“Emma’s right,” said Valeria, voice soft. “What’s happening out there is evil, Noah. You can’t condone this. You can’t be part of this.”

I bit back an angry retort and took a deep breath. “Fine. You don’t know Victor like I do. And yeah, I hate what’s happening out there. I nearly got lynched back in Illington when I first tried to stop it. But it’s a judgment call, don’t you see? We need this army to reach the Black Tower. We need Victor to get through. What’s more important? Getting through the portal to the next sphere, or dying in Ghogiel because we refused to work with Victor and his people? Even if what they’re doing is horrifying they’re still doing it to Lilith’s people, and we can use them, use them to reach the Black Tower -”

Valeria stood up and set the bowl aside. “I’m going to assume that you’re raving due to your injury. But I won’t sit here and listen to you say such things. I’m going to give you some time to collect your thoughts.”

“Valeria,” I protested.

Emma shook her head at me, sickened, and followed Valeria outside. The sound of the door closing firmly behind them was like a judgment upon my soul.

I picked up the bowl and hurled it after them. It clattered against the door and fell to the ground, where it spun in circles before abruptly going still.

Clenching my jaw, I fell back hard onto my pillows and stared at the wall beside the bed, tears filling my eyes. How unfair was it for them to waltz in at the last moment and act all high and mighty? After all the work I’d done to rescue them, after I’d forgiven Valeria of her own misdeeds? Of course, they didn’t understand. They’d not been there from the beginning. And sure, when I’d first started out on this quest I’d had the same reaction as them, but this war wasn’t black and white, it was shades of gray, and -

I stopped.

Just stared at the wall, frowning furiously. Had I just said that? That a war with Lilith was shades of gray?

I knew that wasn’t true. Why had I thought that? Was I still suffering from Lilith’s curse, some subtle form of corruption?

Not wanting to, loathing the instinct, I forced myself to close my eyes and steady my breathing. Fought for calm, allowed my thoughts to swirl and dash to and fro but not latching onto any one of them. Eventually, I found enough calm to descend into my sanctum, which I found still mostly empty, the magic therein tinted yellow and rose.

Manipura was burning silently, the copper flames slowly undulating as they spun around the sun, drawing in a thin stream of magic. 

Huh. I was using magic right now? I focused on the sanskara, trying to figure out where that magic was going. Extended my senses along that trickle, and felt it going to my shoulder. Felt it saturating my muscles and bones. 

Oh wow. I was passively using magic to strengthen my body around the wound. Was I on some level holding myself together against that pain, or the damage I’d been dealt? Was I healing faster? I’d no idea.

Reluctant still, I descended to Muladhara and there focused on the great fleshy flower, extended my senses to it till the petals unfurled and I gazed upon its ruby interior. I felt that wave of serenity and security wash over me, smoothing away my anger and fear, and began the process of cleansing my magic.

But as I did so, I turned my thoughts upon myself. Here, in this sensation of greatest security, did I truly feel corrupted by Lilith? Did I believe what I had said to Emma and Valeria? That what was happening outside was necessary for the greater good?

I couldn’t sense any outside influence. No corruption. Couldn’t feel anything alien within my sanctum. No, those thoughts were my own. But did I agree with them?

I thought of the things I had seen over the past few weeks. The atrocities, the horrors, the savagery of war and the corruption that fighting Lilith seemed to foist upon even the purest. Saw Blindness hurl himself at Lilith’s daughter in a suicidal rage. Saw Lizbeth and Sarah’s faces. Thought of Hidden Hope, of that bandit camp and the missing children. 

Saw Victor encouraging his followers to express their darkest urges. Even in Illington he’d given them permission to break their prisoners on the wheel, had allowed his crusaders to crucify their enemies. 

I thought about how our army had changed. Its energy, its very moral fiber. Did I agree with that? Did I think that change necessary? 

Deep within my bond to Muladhara, deep within my own sanctum, still stinging from Emma’s words, I realized that no - I didn’t.

And it was as if scales fell from my eyes. Of course, I didn’t. My original outrage and horror returned. How could I have grown so numb to such evil? Watched it consume the crusading army until Valeria and Emma couldn’t tell it apart from Lilith’s own? How had I condoned this degeneration? 

In the name of a greater good? Some pragmatic calculus that placed reaching the Black Tower over any other value? 

How could I have thought Victor was like Michael in any way? My serenity within Muladhara quivered as if a shockwave had passed through it, and my grip on that bond broke.

With a gasp, I opened my eyes and stared up at the wooden rafters. My heart was pounding, my mouth dry, my thoughts spinning. 

No. Emma and Valeria were right. We couldn’t be part of this. And I knew that I’d not win an argument with Victor about this. That on many levels it was too late for this crusade. 

Head reeling, I swung my legs out from under the blanket and sat there, staring at nothing. What did that mean? 

It meant we had to abandon Victor. 

We had to leave the crusade behind. 

Even if that meant ruining our chances of taking the Black Tower.

“Emma! Valeria? You guys still there?”

The door opened enough for Valeria to stick her head in. “Yes. We’re not about to abandon you, Noah.”

“Please, come in. I need to tell you something.”

They did so. 

“Look, you’re right. On everything. What’s happening out there is evil, and we can’t have any part in it. As soon as I can walk we’re getting Imogen and Brielle and we’re getting out of here.”

Emma’s frown deepened. “You changed your mind just like that?”

“Yes,” I said and snapped my fingers. “You guys, your words - they made me rethink everything. I meditated and bonded with - well, never mind the details, but I entered a state where I was able to put aside a lot of negative emotions and examine the issue from a place of wholesomeness and it was like waking up from a bad dream. These past weeks, past months…” I trailed off, trying to find the words to encompass everything I’d felt and seen since arriving in Ghogiel. “I’ve been like that frog in the warm water, you know? I’ve slowly witnessed increasingly awful things, and justified each step because it was only a little worse than the one before.”

Valeria nodded. “I can understand that.”

“And Victor, I mean.” I ran my fingers through my hair in exasperation and anger. “I really like the guy, you know? He’s saved my life several times, he’s done such amazing things… but this whole crusade thing has fucked him up. Warped him. The decisions he’s had to make. That I’ve helped him make. Decisions where there were no good choices. I genuinely think he’s a good guy, but he’s grown lost in all this. And I can’t follow him anymore. I can’t condone what he’s doing. How he’s doing it. So you’re right. We’re not going to be part of this any longer. We’re going to find the others and go it alone.”

Tears shone in Emma’s eyes and then she knelt to embrace me, holding me tight. “Thank god. Thank you, thank you, thank you. I don’t know what I would have done if you’d continued to think this was OK.”

Valeria lowered her hand to the pommel of her sword. “The fish rots from the head. I don’t know Victor like you claim to do, but even in the short amount of time I spent with him I felt the force of his charisma. If I didn’t know better I’d have said it was magical. I felt almost compelled to like him. But what I’ve seen since - no. He may be your friend, but he’s since become a monster.”

“Yeah, maybe.” I thought of Victor as I’d known him. Laughing over a cup of whiskey, teasing my attitude toward Sarah, encouraging me to do better, to be the savior. Sharing his doubts. His fears. Asking for my friendship. Needing me. “But he hasn’t always been like this. You have to believe me.”

“I do,” said Valeria. “But I’m glad you’re no longer under his influence.”

“Thanks to you guys,” I said, squeezing Emma’s hand as she sat back on her heels. “I needed to see the situation through your eyes. Thank you.”

Emma squeezed my hand in both of hers, and Valeria canted her head to one side. “That’s what companions are for.”

“And I hate to say it, but Victor was really mad when I left last time to come find you guys. He took it like a betrayal. I don’t think he’ll take our leaving this time any better, especially since we don’t have a good excuse.”

“We don’t need an excuse,” said Valeria. “You’re the savior. You do as you will.”

“Yeah, true, but Victor… he bases his hope on winning through on my presence, you know? He takes it really personally when I pull away. All I’m saying is we’d probably be better off just slipping out and leaving him a letter of apology or something.”

“You don’t owe him a letter,” said Valeria. “If he can’t figure out why you left, then damn him.”

“All right, fair.” I blew out my cheeks. “But for better or worse, he and I have a history together. I can’t pretend we don’t.”

“That’s fine,” said Emma. “I don’t care what you leave behind as long as we get out of this horrible city and what’s happening on those walls. How are we going to find Neveah?”

“Fuck, that’s right.” I screwed my eyes tightly shut. “If we leave there’ll be nobody to protect Victor from her.”

“That might be for the best,” said Valeria.

“Look, can you respect that Victor is - or was - my friend?”

Valeria held my gaze for a beat then exhaled with a frown and nodded. “Very well. I’m sorry.”

“Thank you. Neveah will just have to track us on her own. I don’t know what else to tell you. I -”

A knock on the door interrupted me. Valeria moved quickly to stand before it, half drawing her blade. “Who is it?”

“Iphraim,” came the familiar voice. “And my son. We request a moment of the Savior’s time. Please, it’s urgent.”

Valeria glanced at me, and when I nodded she cracked the door open to peer up and down the hallway, then opened it all the way.

Iphraim entered, his son just behind him, and he nodded politely to Valeria as she closed the door and then turned to bow to me.

“Savior. Excuse my interruption. How is your wound?”

“It’s fine,” I said. “Healing, I guess. How are you, Iphraim?” 

“Not well, the truth be told. Troubled. I know that today we achieved a mighty victory, and should by all accounts be celebrating, but my heart is… troubled. The manner of our celebrating is proving to be profoundly…”

“Disturbing,” I said, finishing his sentence for him. “Yes, I’ve heard.”

“Then you know why we are here, savior. Why I cannot remain quiet and hope for the best. It’s not that my people and I aren’t grateful for our deliverance from slavery, but what we are witnessing outside, the - the unspeakable acts - I simply cannot condone it. Will not accept it. Worse, many of my own people are joining in this… depravity. It is tearing my heart in two to see them have survived so many trials only to now succumb to their inner darkness.”

“I understand. I really do. We were just talking about what’s going on outside.” Should I come clean? Tell him I was leaving? Abandoning them? “What would you have me do, Iphraim?”

“Do?” He gave a weak laugh of disbelief. “Stop this madness? Speak to Victor, exert your authority? Bring our people back from the edge of evil?”

“I can’t.” My words were leaden and stuck in my throat. “I know for a fact that Victor won’t listen to me. The times before that I’ve spoken up I’ve almost been attacked for trying to speak reason.”

Iphraim blinked as if unable to process the words I’d just said. “But… but you’re the savior, ordained by the Source to rescue us from… from…”

“Yeah, you’d think,” I said, feeling weary and old. “That’s what I said. But no dice. They really, really want to hurt the enemy, and a boring savior telling them to behave pisses them off really badly. I’m sorry, Iphraim. I can’t control Victor or his crusade.”

“Then…” Iphraim’s eyes darted from side to side as he scrambled to marshal his thoughts. “Then, what will you do? Whatever you decide, my people and I will follow your lead.”

“Those who are still loyal,” said Iphraim’s son. His name had escaped me. “Telea has gone over to Victor, joined his cabinet and become Martha’s pet lieutenant. I’d be surprised if half our number would listen to you, father.”

“Not me,” said Iphraim. “The savior.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I don’t know what you’re suggesting.”

“I don’t know either, may the Source save me. What are you going to do?”

I glanced at Emma and Valeria. No help there. “We’re heading for the Black Tower. I must complete my mission and pass on to the next sphere.”

“Then allow us to come with you. We’ll -”

Valeria raised her hand. “Wait. I hear footsteps. People approach.”

Iphraim’s hand darted nervously to the dagger in his belt as he and his son turned to face the door. I waited, expecting Victor to appear with an armed guard, but instead, it was Mersal that entered through the doorway, hesitating at the sight of the others than bowing his head.

“Noah, we must speak.”

“Come in. Mersal, have you met Iphraim?”

The warden stepped inside, and I saw a crowd of his brothers and sisters in the hallway. 

“Yes, but briefly,” said Mersal. “Noah, I would speak in private.”

“I think I know what’s on your mind,” I said. “The torture and executions?”

Mersal’s face grew tight with repressed emotion. “Yes.”

Iphraim bowed his head. “It is why I have come as well. I was about to ask the Savior to lead those of us who… disagree… with Victor away from Peruthros. We would go with him where he wilt.”

“As would we,” said Mersal. “Noah, I can’t fight alongside Victor and his people. I’ve spoken with my brethren. We won’t fight with them. Either you take us with you, or we shall return to our mountain home.”

“And how exactly do you guys see that happening?” I fought the urge to stand and pace. The room was crowded enough already. “We’re just going to grab a bunch of the water wagons, several weeks’ worth of food, wave to Victor and his crew as we march out the front gate?”

“We’ll fight our way out if we must,” said Iphraim, eyes gleaming. “They won’t stop us.”

Mersal glanced uneasily at the elder. “I don’t know much about logistics and moving an army. But I can assure you my brethren and I can move quietly and quickly if needed.”

Valeria crossed her arms. “How many people are we talking here, Iphraim?”

Iphraim glanced down at his son. “Perhaps… under a thousand, I fear. It’s hard to say until we put the call out. Eight hundred? More?”

“And these are exclusively warriors?”

“Mostly,” said Iphraim. “They fought today, at any rate. We have precious few left who cannot fight. We would take care of them, of course. They would not be a burden.”

Valeria frowned and raised an eyebrow at me.

A dull feeling of resignation pooled in the base of my stomach. “So you’re saying you’d have to send out a summons, asking those still loyal to you and not Victor to come gather somewhere?”

“Yes. How else would I gather them?”

“Word would immediately reach Victor and Telea. How do you think they’d react?”

“We are free people. We can go where we wish.”

“Sure. But who is guarding the water and supplies?” I looked from Iphraim to his son. “People loyal to you or Telea?”

They shared an uneasy glance.

“Because Victor will be pissed. More than pissed. And even if he lets us go, he won’t share any of his food or water with us. None of the wagons, none of the horses. He’ll claim they’re his. Especially because he knows we’ll then be forced to either fight him for them or give up and join him after all. Heading out without provisions is obvious suicide.”

“Then we fight them!” Iphraim’s voice shook. “They’re no better than the army we defeated this morning -”

“Fight them?” I shook my head slowly. “Who do you think would win such a battle? If you have eight hundred or so, and Victor - what - a thousand or more - we’d massacre ourselves. You guys know what a pyrrhic victory is? It’s where you win the battle but at such cost that you’re defeated anyways in the long run. The only winner there would be Lilith.”

Iphraim clenched his hands into fists. “What are you saying, savior?”

“What I’m saying is…” I trailed off, trying to figure it out myself. “What I’m saying is that I’m not going to lead your people into battle against Victor.”

Valeria shifted her weight. “He doesn’t expect an attack. We could neutralize him and his leadership, then take what we wanted and leave.”

“What do you mean? Like, pretend to want to talk, then arrest Victor, Martha, Telea, and his other commanders?”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “A surprise attack. Hold them prisoner, then give orders to separate out enough food and water for those who wish to follow us. We’d be gone in a day.”

I wanted to just say no. To end this conversation, to not wade through these complexities. I wished Imogen and Brielle were here.

“With the wardens, we could do this,” said Iphraim excitedly. “No blood need be shed. We could be gone by dawn.”

“And march for a week across the wastes to besiege the Black Tower,” I said.

“Yes.” Iphraim gave a decisive nod. “Haven’t you said before that you need Victor’s army to accomplish your goals? Well, now you will have your own.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose, closed my eyes, and winced. Damn it. “Mersal, send four of your people to Victor. Tell Imogen and Brielle I need them here, and that you’ll protect him from Neveah while they’re gone.”

“We could simply let Neveah kill him,” said Valeria darkly. “It would simplify matters greatly.”

I thought of Victor laughing, leaning back in his chair, eyes alight with humor and mischief as we shared a drink. 

“No,” I said. “I’ll not murder the man, even if I disagree with him. Mersal?”

“Very well,” he said. “But we must make a decision soon.”

“If you’re going to ambush him, you should do it at once,” said Valeria. “Switching in wardens for Imogen and Brielle is the perfect opportunity. If you do so, then set up a second meeting later tonight, it might arouse his suspicions.”

“He’s out in the open,” said Iphraim’s son. “In the great square, or what’s left of it, leading the ‘festivities.‘ We can’t ambush him in front of his own army.”

“We could,” said Mersal. “It would be a simple thing to step in and lift him up into the air, where struggling would mean his death if he fell.”

Emma had been biting at one of her nails. “But then everyone will know what we’re doing. It’ll cause a panic, or get people upset. Make it harder to get them to do what we want.”

I don’t want this, I thought. I don’t want any of this. I forced myself to stay calm. “This is what we’ll do. We’re going to ask Victor and Martha to meet with me somewhere we can control him. Tell him… tell him I’ve had a vision from the Source about the Black Tower I need to share with him immediately. Imogen and Brielle will just have to adapt on the fly. Then escort them to where the rest of us will be waiting. With all the wardens there will be no danger of their escaping. We’ll keep them under lockdown while I let everyone know we’re separating our force. Those who wish to stay with Victor can stay behind. Iphraim, you’ll get to work on securing enough wagons and provisions to keep us alive as we cross the wastes. But no more than we need. I’ll not take any more than is our right.”

“I know a room,” said Iphraim’s son. “The Smiling Hen. It used to be a popular inn just off the main square. It’s still standing, and we could use the reception hall at the back to surround him in.”

“Fine. What was your name again?”

“Elekim,” said the youth, blushing.

“Elekim, go with Mersal’s four wardens and guide them to this reception hall. Iphraim, Mersal, you’ll come with me. Valeria? Emma?”

Valeria gave a firm nod. “Ready when you are. Though you shouldn’t be moving. You need to heal.”

“Later. Help me up?”

Emma took my arm and hauled me to my feet. Elekim moved to the doorway, where Mersal was picking out four of his people to go with him. 

“Are you all right?” asked Emma.

I thought of Victor’s beaming smile when I landed on the battlements just hours ago. How he’d stepped in to give me a fierce hug, overjoyed at my return.

“No,” I said. “Nothing about this is all right. And I don’t think it ever will be.”

 


Chapter 44

 


 

Nothing about this setup felt right. We all stood in a loose semi-circle at the rear of the raftered hall, torches burning from the polished columns that ran in pairs down its length toward the distant double doors through which Victor should ostensibly soon enter. The room was too large, there were too many shadows, too many exits. 

But if I were being honest with myself, I knew that no room would have satisfied me. That this whole situation was rotten. I dreaded facing Victor. Despite everything that had happened. Or perhaps because of everything that had happened.

Nobody spoke. Valeria stood by my side, hand resting on the pommel of her blade, black chainmail gleaming as if wet. She’d braided her hair and pinned it in a bun upon the crown of her head, and watched the doors with a calm intensity that made me glad all over again that she was by my side. 

Emma was toward the back of the group, well out of the way of any danger. I’d told her to wait in another room altogether, but she’d insisted. And the truth was I didn’t want her out of my sight. 

I could sense Brielle and Imogen approaching. They were outside the building now, their speed that of a fast walk but not a panicked run.

“They’re here,” I said. 

Iphraim drew himself up, thrusting his shoulders back and raising his chin as if consciously adopting the mantle of his community’s leader. The wardens behind me - eleven of them had survived the battle with Lilith’s army - shifted slightly as they prepared for what was to come.

I followed their approach. Feeling Imogen and Brielle enter the main common room, then pass down the length of the bar, toward the back, and into the L-shaped hallway at whose end the double doors were.

Nobody spoke. We could hear their footsteps now, a small group, perhaps five or ten people, voices a murmur. 

My heart was racing. A sharp tingle like an acid wash filled my stomach. It was hard to keep my breath calm, and I fought the urge to clench my jaw. 

Here we go.

The door opened and Telea entered, her face flushed and eyes bright from too much wine, perhaps. Following her was Sarah, clad in replacement armor, a serviceable set of iron plate that clanked as she entered, her helm under her arm, eyes locking on me immediately.

Imogen next, shooting me an inquisitive glance as she entered, and then there he was.

Victor.

Clad in a russet tunic and green leggings, blade belted at his hip, thinning hair raked back and an easy smile on his face as he saw me, spreading his arms as if to embrace me from a distance. 

“Savior! Tell me you’ve sweet portents to report! That the Source has vouchsafed you a vision of easy victories and a broken Black Tower at the end of our road?”

Brielle was at his side, Mersal and his three other wardens bringing up the rear. A few more followed in after them; Martha, Alexander, Kashala, and perhaps five others I’d not been introduced to before but whom I recognized from the battlements.

“Victor.” My voice was a strangled croak. What exactly was I supposed to say?

He moved to the front, everyone spreading out to face us both, and placed his hands on his hips. “What’s wrong? Not a good vision? Are we in trouble?”

My throat was clamped shut. I couldn’t say the words. The pressure was building in my chest to blurt them out, but my tongue was frozen.

Imogen’s frown deepened. “Noah? What is it?”

Iphraim coughed irritably into his fist, glaring at me.

“Victor…” The urge to lie was immense. To say I was acting on behest of the Source. That what I was going to say next was being forced upon me. But no. I couldn’t lie to him. Not about that. “I’m sorry.”

“Sorry?” His gaze turned quizzical. “Noah, you’re starting to seriously scare me. What is it? Are we about to be attacked?”

“We’re leaving,” I managed. Why the hell was it so hard to say the words? “We’re leaving tomorrow at dawn for the Black Tower.”

He blinked and quirked his head to one side. “Leaving? We won’t be ready to leave for days yet. Not to mention that half our army will be hung over and…” He trailed off. “Ah. It’s not that kind of ‘we.‘”

“No,” I said, “it’s not. I’m going to be leaving with my companions, the wardens, and whoever wants to follow Iphraim. We’re going to take only as much water and food as we need to survive, and then we’re heading for the Black Tower.”

There. I’d said it. My heart felt like it was going to lurch right out of my chest.

He went to answer then cut himself off, raising a hand and stopping, frowning in confusion as he gave a little shake of his head. “Wait. You’re what? You’re splitting our force in half? You’re taking - Noah, what the hell are you talking about?”

“Whoever wants to follow us can come,” I said. “We won’t compel anybody. Whoever wants to stay behind and remain part of your crusade is welcome to do so as well.”

Martha was glaring at me. “This isn’t some kind of strategy, is it. A pincer movement?”

“No,” I said. 

Her glare grew more furious. “You can’t be serious. You’re dividing our strength in half just before our greatest battle? Do you want us all to perish upon that plain?”

I shrugged. “That’s obviously not what I want, but things can’t go on like this. It’s over. We’re going to go our separate ways, and that’s it.”

“And that’s it,” echoed Victor, voice light with disbelief. “After all we’ve been through? After all that I’ve done for you, have sacrificed for you, that we’ve achieved together? You’re simply washing your hands of me and mine and walking away?”

“Yeah,” I said. There was nothing else to add. I felt hollow, light-headed. 

“Remarkable,” he said. “It’s not just your ingratitude that amazes me. It’s how you think you can just pick and choose what you want of my crusade and just ride away into the sunset. Is that arrogance? Stupidity? I don’t know the right word.”

“It’s a done deal,” I said. “This isn’t a debate.”

Only then did I see him and Martha look past me at the wardens, half turn to gaze at Mersal and his others behind them. Martha licked her lower lip as she calculated the odds, and then her scowl returned with fresh venom.

Victor began to clap slowly. “Well played, Noah! I didn’t see this coming. You’ve led me into quite the neat little trap here. What’s the plan? To keep me out of sight till you’re safely outside the walls, and only then release me?”

“Just about,” I said. 

Imogen and Brielle looked as stunned as the others, but together they took a few steps so as to subtly align themselves with me and face the main group. 

“I never broke my word to you,” said Victor. “I did everything I swore to do. I brought you to the edge of the wastelands. I captured Illington. Conquered Peruthros. Together, we defeated Lilith’s greatest army. I’ve bled for you, listened to you, trusted you. And this is how you repay me. This is how the savior rewards loyalty.” 

“You know, I’m not going to get into it,” I said. “What’s the point? I know you won’t understand. So go ahead and feel betrayed. We’re still leaving. The question is: who else is joining us?”

I turned to regard the rest of his cohort. Sarah drew herself up, eyes flashing as she stared at me, but made no move to step forward. 

Alexander shot his cuffs, flipped his curl back, and then with an apologetic glance at Victor stepped over to stand beside Brielle.

“Telea?” The pain and hope in Iphraim’s voice were heart-wrenching. “After all we’ve been through. All these years. Come with us.”

She sneered at him. “Actions speak louder than words. Victor and Martha have helped forge our people into real fighters. I believe in them. They know what they’re doing. I’ll stay with the professionals.”

“So be it,” he said, shoulders slumping. “May the Source watch over you always.”

The greatest unknown for me was Kashala. Her nostrils were flared, her jaw clenched, and she was gazing from me to Victor and back as she deliberated. God knew I could use her sixth circle in fire magic, but when she caught Victor’s eye and gave him a nod, I knew she was lost to me.

I fought to keep my voice cold. “Valeria, disarm them, please.”

Martha’s glare could have bored holes in stone. “And what are we supposed to do once you are gone, savior? Give you a shot at the tower before trying ourselves? Attack it from the far side? Are we enemies now? Will you attack us on sight?”

I ignored her.

“This won’t end well for you,” said Victor, eyes gleaming like those of a cat. He didn’t seem upset any longer. Even lifted his arms to allow Valeria to remove his sword belt unimpeded. “I’ll give you one last piece of advice as your friend. Kill me now, Noah. Now, while you have me in your power.”

“No,” I said, “I’m not a murderer. I don’t kill my prisoners for sport.”

“Ah,” he said. “So that’s what this is all about. I’d thought you’d overcome that particular qualm at the bandit’s camp. Hell, on the streets of Peruthros. But I guess not. A pity. I thought Ghogiel had finally made a man of you.”

I snorted. “That’s one hell of a toxic definition of manhood.”

He grinned. “I won’t sit in this city and twiddle my thumbs. Even if you’ve betrayed us, I still have faith in the Source. I will still do what I set forth to accomplish, and attack the Black Tower. Ghogiel will become Chokmah once more, with or without your help. And now that you’ve made it clear that we’re no longer allies, if you get in my way, I’ll treat you as the treacherous bastard you’ve proven yourself to be. Last warning, Noah, because of the love I once bore you. Cut off my head while you still can.”

I stared at him. How could he be so calm, so at ease? Amused, even? “No, Victor. I won’t have you killed. That’s not who I am. But the warning goes both ways. If you get in my way out there, I won’t be so merciful.”

Victor spat. “Here’s to your mercy. You were a starving wretch when I took you in. That was mercy. Without me, you’d have died months ago.”

Imogen pushed her glasses up. “Actually, I was the one who saved Noah and Brielle.”

“Only because I allowed you to leave my camp,” he said with disdain. “And take Danrath’s Dead Men with you. Oh yeah. Where are old Danrath and his crew? I haven’t seen them around. You lose them, Noah? Use them then discard them?”

“They’re heading this way,” I said through gritted teeth. “They should be arriving in a few days.”

“Watch out, Iphraim,” said Victor. “Noah seems nice enough, but if you’re not one of his companions he’ll discard you the moment you’re no longer of any use. Watch your back.”

“That’s his prerogative,” said Iphraim. “He is the savior.”

“Was,” said Victor, turning back to me. “Was the savior. No savior of the Source would betray me and mine like this. Would weaken our forces such that we’ve no hope of conquering the tower. Have none of you considered that he might be under Lilith’s influence? That he might be deliberately weakening the only threat to her dominion of Ghogiel? That -”

“Enough,” said Valeria, shoving him hard in the back and sending him staggering. “Everyone else here might like you, but to me, you’re just a loudmouth who doesn’t know when he’s been beaten. Shut your trap and move.”

Victor laughed. “Beat? Oh, we’ll see about that. Till next time, Noah. I can’t wait.”

“Sure,” I said, watching as Valeria and the wardens herded him and his followers into the side room where they were going to be held. We’d chosen it for its thick stone walls, though we all knew Kashala could make short work of the wooden door, stout as it was. 

Mersal moved forward. “We’ll make sure they don’t get out till word is sent.”

“Thank you,” I said, shoulders slumping as the confrontation finally ended. Jesus Christ, but that had been intense. 

“Noah?” Brielle stepped up to me. “What the hell?”

“There was no time,” I said. “Valeria and Emma helped me see just how wrong things had become. Then Iphraim and Mersal arrived, saying they couldn’t be part of….” I waved in the direction of the great square of the walls. “Part of all that. And I agreed with them. Victor’s gone too far. What’s happening out there… I can’t be part of it.”

“Are you going to order them to stop?” asked Imogen.

“I - yeah.” I hadn’t even considered that angle. Had somehow thought we’d lock up Victor then just quietly slip away. “I guess I should.”

“You’ve not thought this through very well, have you,” Imogen asked, tone if not disapproving, then at the very least wary. 

“We’re making this up on the fly,” I said. “Iphraim, you’re going to join me. We’re heading up to the walls. I’m going to make a public announcement. The torture and executions stop while Victor’s locked up.”

“And once he’s freed?” asked Emma. “What then? They can just go right back to it?”

“What do you want me to do?” I paused, curbing my anger. “Hmm, Emma? Order that Lilith’s warriors be released through the city gates? Take them with us as captives?”

“No,” said Emma, face flushing. “But you can’t just leave them to be tortured all over again once we’re gone -”

“Noah’s right,” said Valeria, placing her hand on Emma’s shoulder. “We can’t take care of those captives. We can’t take them with us. The best we could do would be to order them released, but what do you think several hundred of Lilith’s warriors will do without food and drink when they see our caravan marching away?”

“Attack us,” said Emma, shoulders slumping.

“We do what we can,” I said. “But right now we have precious little time. We’re going to give our speech, then Iphraim, you’re going to set about gathering your people, gear, and arranging the food and water wagons. Can you do that and be ready to go by dawn?”

“What of the wounded?” asked Brielle. “Those who would wish to follow us but can’t?”

“The wounded will have to stay,” I said, raising my voice to prevent anyone else from complicating the matter further. “Victor won’t take his wounded either. Both sides will have to stay to heal together.”

“Many of my people won’t want to leave their family or partners behind,” said Iphraim. “We could put together flatbed carts on which -”

“No,” I said. “The wounded stay. Anyone who wishes to stay with them is welcome to do so. We march at dawn. Understood?”

Iphraim drew a breath as if to argue, then pursed his lips and gave a curt nod.

“Alexander?” I turned to the emerald mage. “Thank you for joining us.”

He gave a shaky laugh. “I’m the one who should be thanking you. Or, at the very least, apologizing.” His gaze darted about our group and then sank to the floor. “I abandoned you on that platform when I thought everything lost. It’s… it’s how I survived so long on my own home planet. Know when to leave. I thought that at the time, but was wrong. I should have stayed. I’m so terribly sorry.” And he gave a flourish of a bow.

“It’s fine,” I said. “It was the right move. There was nothing you could do there but be killed next to me. Seriously.”

He straightened, tugging on the hem of his jacket anxiously, studying my face to see if I really meant it, then gave a nod that made his forelock bounce.

“Mersal, could I have a couple of your wardens to help me with this?”

“As you command, savior,” he said. God, but he looked exhausted. “Rillin, Hovarth?”

The two men bowed their heads and stepped forward.

“What happened to Gerick? I haven’t even had a chance to ask if Timan…?”

“Neither survived the battle,” said Mersal, voice heavy. “They died bravely for the Source. It’s all they could have wished for.” 

“Yeah,” I said, not quite feeling his fervor. “Right. Well, best we get this over with. It’s going to be a long night.”

We left the Smiling Hen and moved toward the main square. It was lit with countless massive bonfires, the wood scavenged from the ruins of the thousands of homes wrecked by the collapse of the city into the cavern below. Voices were raised in song, voices were raised in screams, and what sounded like a dozen fiddles played a whirling tune that maddened and made you want to dance at the same time.

We rounded the last corner and saw the square laid out before us, everything painted in garish yellow and red hues, shadows writhing as the flames leaped, hundreds upon hundreds of crusaders staggering from one ale keg to another, falling into impromptu line dances with each other, laughing and clapping each other on the back or joining one of the rings that encircled a scene of depravity.

A dozen platforms had been erected about the square, raised perhaps four yards above the cobblestones and on which the warriors of Lilith were being tortured to death. I saw faces wet with blood, I saw men and women pulled up on racks, I saw buckets of severed limbs and heads placed to the side of a guillotine. 

My whole body rejected the macabre display. My stomach clenched, my skin crawled, my gorge rose, and my eyes watered with a surfeit of emotion as disgust and fury rose within me. Victor’s words of loyalty and betrayal suddenly rang false in a way I hadn’t appreciated before; watching the butchery taking place before the eager crowds who howled their appreciation and demanded more blood made me want to blast each platform apart in a hail of lightning.

“Noah?” Valeria, voice low, her hand on the pommel of her blade. “What’s your call?”

The city wall rose up like a frozen stone wave just beyond the square, the huge main gates closed against the wasteland beyond, the battlements lit by countless torches as men watched the festivities taking place below. I’d planned to fly up there and address the crowd from its heights but rejected the idea immediately. Too far away, too high to be heard.

“Wardens,” I said, voice shaking with anger. “With me.”

And I inhaled deeply, reaching into my reservoir for what magic I’d regained, and channeled into the Ebon Sun.

Power coursed through my limbs, and with a surge of my will I rose up off the cobblestones, rising higher and higher as I drifted up over the bonfires to the center of the square. 

Some of the revelers caught sight of me, pointed me out to each other and cheered. But such was the volume of sound and music that few heard; I hovered over the square at a height of perhaps twenty yards and then reached for Muladhara, drawing deep, pulling the magic into my being. Once I felt like I could hold no more and saw worms of electricity racing endlessly down my arm, I raised my palm to the guillotine platform and unleashed a terrible levenbolt.

It flashed down and slammed into the platform a flash that eclipsed the ruddy glow of the bonfires, that disrupted the music as the platform and guillotine exploded into so many shattered boards of wood, that flung the executioners flying and sent the next prisoner who was being led up the steps flying back onto her ass.

Silence fell upon the square, and hundreds turned to gaze at me in shock, mouths agape, an ocean of faces riven by confusion and fear.

“Enough,” I said, voice grating from the very depths of my soul. “And more than enough. You are like animals. Worse, you’re like Lilith’s own beasts, baying at the sight of blood, crying for pain and torment. You sicken me. All of you! You claim to fight for the Source? This has nothing to do with the Source and all to do with Lilith.”

Voices rose up in protest. “Screw you!” “They don’t deserve no better!” “This is too good for them!”

But most just waited, breath bated, watching to see what I would do next.

“I’m leaving you at dawn. I won’t be part of this,” I shouted. “Those who are sickened by this spectacle can join my true crusade and follow me to the Black Tower. The rest of you, those who are getting turned on by this butchery - you all can stay here in Peruthros and wait for Victor to direct you further.”

“You can’t abandon us!” cried a voice.

“Where’s Victor?”

The cries built up to a low-level roar of protest. I raised Shard and it caused it to glow, its golden light brilliant against the dark clouds, and the crowd fell silent.

“I am the savior, anointed by the Source and confirmed by Bastion for having passed the Five Trials. I condemn what I see and will have none of it. Look to your souls! Those of you who still claim to love the Source will turn from this wicked path, and those who seek to interfere with me or mine tonight will be struck down without mercy!”

Taking a deep breath, feeling my magic rapidly running out, I shouted the next part as loudly as I could. “And if anybody tortures or kills another prisoner while I’m within these walls, I’ll see to it that they’re killed in turn.”

“Screw you!” This from the large bald guy who’d confronted me back in Illington. The guy who’d been breaking limbs with his wheel. He was up on one of the platforms, clad in his leather apron, splattered in blood, a great big ax in hand. He raised it up brought it down upon a prisoner’s neck, cleaving his head from his shoulders.

Triumphant, he turned to me. “That’s what these vermin deserve -”

I opened my palm and poured the last of my power into a levenbolt. And to my surprise and gratification another six or seven wardens who’d taken to the air did the same, so that what looked like a dozen bolts of lightning cracked down from the sky to blast the man and his platform apart, the thunderous boom that followed causing the entire crowd to stagger back, hands rising to protect heads and cover ears.

“You have been warned!” I cried, and then quickly flew back down to rejoin Imogen and Brielle. I wanted to collapse the moment my feet touched the cobblestones but knowing that eyes were upon me marched as quickly as I could back around the corner and then sagged against the wall.

Emma slipped under my arm, Valeria moving to my other side.

“Well spoken,” said Imogen, glasses flashing crimson as she turned back to consider the bonfires. “But it’s too late for that lot.”

“I was to speak, was I not?” asked Iphraim from the side.

“No chance,” I said. “The word will get out quickly enough. You’d best get to work marshaling your people.”

“Very well,” said Iphraim. He hurried away, his son trotting at his heels.

“Mersal,” I said, “your wardens. Can they oversee the departure? At least until Iphraim’s own people can take over?”

“Yes,” said the young warden. “We’ll do our best. But there’s only eleven of us. We can’t be everywhere at once.”

Valeria helped me away from the wall. “If I can make a suggestion? Position six of your people in the main square to keep the main crowd subdued. The last thing we need is a riot. The rest should be assigned to watch over Iphraim and the loading areas. We need to keep the carts safe.”

I nodded, too fatigued to speak.

“Sounds good,” said Mersal, turning away. “I’ll see to it.”

We retreated to the Smiling Hen, where I downed a cold meal of stale bread and hard cheese washed down by flat, warm beer. I sat in the corner of the common room, my companions by my side, and dozed. Every so often messengers would come from Iphraim or Mersal, updating me on the activities taking place within the city. New leaders had formed in the main square and called Victor’s faithful back to where several barracks had been erected, where they gathered almost a thousand strong, clearly deliberating what to do next. Mersal’s wardens watched, unable to affect so many, but without Victor, Martha, or Telea they seemed unwilling to commit themselves to an attack.

Valeria stepped in to help Iphraim martial his own soldiers, and soon had three or four hundred men and women standing in defensive lines across the main streets and avenues that led to the staging area. The rest of Iphraim’s people busied themselves with packing and loading, refilling the great water barrels and harnessing the horses and mules necessary to exit come dawn.

Despite the tension that simmered in the air I slept, the hours passing quickly. I was awoken only for what Imogen and Emma deemed the most urgent updates.

Just before dawn, a delegation of Victor’s crusaders came to the inn demanding his immediate release. Brielle and Imogen went forth to deal with them and returned five minutes later looking immensely pleased with themselves. 

“All bark and no bite,” Brielle said, returning to her armchair and examining her nails. “They won’t be bothering us until we’re long gone.”

Dawn took forever to break. Bleary-eyed, the pain in my shoulder growing ever more intense, I waited for word to arrive from Iphraim that our caravan was ready to go. Dawn finally broke and we still weren’t ready, but Valeria sent word that we should be ready to abandon the Smiling Hen soon. 

Another hour passed, then a second, and the strain began to wear on us all; the fifty or so guards that had been posted around the inn became increasingly jumpy, yelling countless warnings at those who pressed too near, and twice Brielle was forced to step outside and let loose a blast of fire to take the edge off the crusaders‘ appetite for trouble.

Finally, a messenger arrived, breathless and harried, and told us the time had come. We left Mersal and another warden to watch Victor’s cell and beat a hasty retreat back to the staging area, followed by a mob hundreds strong that hurled insults and rocks after us, calling us heretics, Lilith worshippers, and worse. 

Iphraim had a large line of wagons ready, though even as we marched up I saw men strapping down goods and loading the last of them. Valeria was the center of a swirling storm of people, all of them trying to speak with her or awaiting commands, but when she saw us she broke free and hurried over.

“I’ve had to create a temporary command structure without Telea or her lieutenants, but everything is still a mess. Our exit isn’t going to be tidy. I’m going to leave our best troops for last to cover our retreat and prevent any final acts of retribution. Are you ready?”

“Let’s go,” I croaked. 

Valeria placed two fingers in her mouth and blew a piercing whistle. Iphraim raised a hand in recognition and spoke to a youth by his side, who blew three plaintive notes on a trumpet. 

The side gate was hauled open, and our caravan began to spill forth into the wasteland beyond. Even that process seemed to take forever; we were almost a thousand strong, and that had required requisitioning over twenty wagons, each of which had to be checked one last time before rumbling out after the others. A good four hundred of our people marched out first in huge, amorphous blocks, Iphraim at their head, and then the wagons lurched into motion.

It took an hour for the last wagon to depart, by which point dawn was long gone and our shadows growing short and indistinct by our feet. I’d sat down on an abandoned barrel, fading in and out as I waited, and only now did I rise, Emma helping me up, to join the first regiment alongside Imogen and Alexander and follow the wagons out the gates.

Valeria and Brielle stayed behind to bring up the rear guard. The wardens walked the edges of our columns, saving their magic in case of an emergency. With the same slowness as Victor’s original crusading force, we poured out in a long, haphazard line into the wasteland and began our final approach toward the Black Tower.

I climbed up onto the last wagon to stand and watch our gate. It wasn’t until the last of our soldiers had emerged and I saw Brielle’s crimson hair in the distance that I relaxed. The enemy crusaders flooded into our abandoned square, their shouts of fury and disdain thin and distant but no less gut-churning for it, and when Mersal and his companion warden flew into view to arc down and land beside me, I knew that Victor was freed and Peruthros his once more.

I slept most of the morning, so tired I didn’t care that I bounced and jounced atop the wagon back as it rolled up over the ridge, leaving Peruthros behind, and out into the ashen wastes. When finally I woke up it had to have been past midday. I sat up, rubbing my head, and saw my new army stretched out behind me, some five hundred people walking about ten or twenty abreast in rough groups that were strung out in a line perhaps half a mile long.

I dry swallowed and felt my brow pinprick with beads of sweat as I gazed upon them. Dusty-faced men and women, hunched under their towering packs, leaning on walking sticks, their spears and round shields slung over their shoulders.

My army.

My responsibility.

Suddenly I understood the weight Victor had labored under. The pressure of caring for a thousand trusting souls. They would look to me and Iphraim now for guidance. For confidence. For direction as to where to go, whom to fight, and for the strategies and knowledge that would keep them alive. 

To say that I felt overwhelmed was putting it lightly.

“You’re awake!” Imogen had been walking beside the cart, a scarf wrapped across the lower half of her face, but she pulled it free to beam up at me and catch the tailboard, hopping up with easy grace. “How are you feeling?”

“You want the heroic savior version or the truth?”

“Truth,” she said. “Ah. Not so good?”

“No, fine. Fine. Just, um, adjusting to my new reality of leading an entire army. No big deal.”

“Hmm.” She twirled one of her braids around in her fingers. “Well it is what it is at this point. And luckily for all of us, we have Valeria on our side. She’s up front organizing things. Promoting people and so forth. She’s already set a team to walk down the line and get an accurate headcount, as well as get a rough sense of who the natural leaders are. I’d lean on her as much as possible.”

“What a godsend,” I said, leaning back and closing my eyes. Sweet relief poured through me. “You’re right. She’ll have this army looking professional in no time at all.”

“And it will be good for her,” said Imogen. “She needs to feel useful right now, to keep busy. She’s still wrestling with a lot of darkness from her time in the mountains. Don’t lose track of that.”

“I won’t,” I said. “Thank you.”

“You’re welcome. Besides being the general of a new army, how else are you doing?”

“Fine.” I draped my forearm over my eyes. “Great.”

“Noah.”

“Fine, fine. I’m tired. Manipura is amazing but it sucks the life right out of me.” I sighed. “It’s like, with Muladhara? I could throw lightning bolts all day long. The second I start flying though I start hemorrhaging magic like you wouldn’t believe.”

“That’s normal. Especially with the Ebon Sun. You need to calibrate your usage, is all. Just like you can throw bigger lightning bolts with Muladhara if you pour enough magic into it, you can amplify your powers if you pour enough into Manipura. And Manipura is infamous for being a sinkhole for magic. You’re going to need to learn restraint.”

“Yeah, I know. It’s just every time I’ve used it thus far I’ve been in a life or death situation. Not a good time to practice restraint.”

“Therein lies the lifelong practice of magic,” said Imogen. “You will have to work on your discipline so that when a fight breaks out, you don’t lose all control.”

“Yeah. Though not right now. I feel completely drained.”

She laughed. “Fair enough. What else?”

“What do you mean, what else?” I rolled over onto one elbow and studied her. “You becoming my shrink or something?”

“Shrink?”

“Ah, therapist? Mental health counselor?”

“Oh. Well. Maybe? Ghogiel is a brutal place. We’ve all been through very challenging experiences. I need to make sure you’re doing all right, or if not, help you figure things out.”

“Yeah, I know. Thanks.”

“But?”

“But… nothing. Just feels weird. I appreciate it. Let’s see. What else?” I gazed up at the ubiquitous cloud cover. “Dealing with Victor was tough.”

“You really like him.”

“Yeah.” I interlaced my fingers over my chest. “I feel like - well, remember how I told you I could imagine being friends with you back in the real world? I feel like I’d be really lucky to be friends with Victor back home, too.”

“Right,” she said. “Understandable. He’s a very compelling, charismatic guy.”

“Yeah. And… I don’t know. It’s so rare to actually meet someone you really like right off the bat, you know? Someone that you click with, and think is funny and cool and - I don’t know. Just awesome.”

“I’ve had very few friends,” said Imogen. “I understand what you mean.”

“And I genuinely believe he was trying to do the right thing. But fucking Ghogiel, man. It just warps everyone. Look at what happened to Valeria, for crying out loud. Me, even. Sarah. Lizbeth heading out to die by herself in the wasteland, crossbow in hand. Blindness. It’s like this entire sphere is dedicated to fucking people over. How can I blame Victor for going off the deep end?”

“Well,” Imogen said this slowly as if trying to decide where to begin. “You’re right, on one count. Ghogiel as a concept is about hindering the influx of divine motion. It obstructs creative forces, disrupting, diverting, distracting us all from our true goals, our means of fulfillment. Corruption, being misled, being tricked - these are all part and parcel of Ghogiel’s nature. It is very natural for Victor to be corrupted in his quest to achieve something good, and not even perceive his own fall from grace as he does so.”

“Right,” I said. “Which makes it hard to hate him, even after all that he’s done and encouraged.”

“There is a difference between understanding and pardoning. Just because you understand why he might have fallen off the righteous path does not mean you need to forgive him for it.”

“I know. It’s why I had him locked up while we left with half his army, right?”

“Do you think he can be redeemed, Noah?”

“Redeemed?” I said the word as if it were alien to me. “Victor?” I studied the clouds above me. The endless, corrugated undersides like filthy cotton. The glow above and off to the left where the sun was trying to shine through and failing. “No, I don’t think he’ll change.”

“Then why didn’t you kill him?”

“Kill him?” I sat bolt upright and stared at her. “You mean, murder him in cold blood?”

“Sure,” she said. “Whatever you want to call it.”

“Because I don’t murder my friends?”

“Is he your friend?”

I felt a stab of melancholic pain. “Once, I thought so. Hoped so. But I was wrong.”

“You’re not making any sense.”

“I mean, just because you fall out with a friend doesn’t mean you can now kill them.”

“It does if they might lead a thousand warriors to attack your rear.”

“He won’t attack us.”

“How do you know?”

“Because we both want the same thing. The return of Chokmah. It doesn’t make sense to attack me. It would mean both of our destruction. He might hate me now, but not to the point of suicide. He’s too smart for that. Martha’s too smart for that. They’ll screw us over, sure, but he knows that in the big picture we’re on the same side, even if we’re going about it the wrong way.”

Imogen didn’t respond. She simply stared up at me. 

“Plus, as I said, I don’t kill my friends.” I slumped back.

“And you think that perhaps if we conquer the Black Tower there’s a chance you’ll be friends again.”

I stared at my hands. Every seam was ingrained with dirt and blood. When had I last washed them?

“I understand,” said Imogen softly. “And your reasoning has merit. Thanks for explaining it to me.”

“No problem,” I said. 

“I’ll give you some space. I can tell my questions have bothered you. I’m sorry. That wasn’t my intent.”

“No, it’s fine. They were good questions.”

“Even so.” She hopped down off the tailboard. “I’ll be close by if you need me.”

She walked wide of the wagon, giving me the space I didn’t know if I wanted. Still, the silence was good. I stared at my army, brooding on memories, trying to figure out how much of what I’d told her was actually true.

We trudged through the ashen waste for another six hours. Valeria rode one of the few horses we’d taken back to report on our situation, and I mostly just agreed with her every call. She’d decided that we’d stop early on our first day both because most of our troops were exhausted from having worked all night to set out and because she was confident our first camp was going to be a mess.

And she was right. It took over three hours to get everyone roughly set up as much as she wanted, and I put the wardens at her disposal, allowing her both to get a bird’s-eye view of the camp as it slowly coalesced as well as carry her orders back and forth. I mostly stayed out of the way, made sure that everyone knew where I was so that my presence could underscore Valeria’s fresh authority.

Latrine ditches were still being dug by the time night fell, and almost everyone simply collapsed where they were ordered to go, the few unlucky souls ordered to stay one watch patrolling our border in four-hour shifts. It was the quietest damn army camp I’d ever seen. Few fires were lit, few conversations were had, and even fewer people were up drinking or swapping tales as I’d grown used to. Instead, everyone simply lay down as if dead, and for ten glorious hours till dawn rested for the coming day.

It took us only two hours to break camp and fall in, but this time I helped Valeria out, taking my cues from her and helping order our march. She was running herself ragged trying to get things together, and it was only when I ordered her to rest that she collapsed in one of the wagons where she received reports, tallies, complaints, and updates from what seemed like an endless stream of messengers. 

The next few days saw our force slowly become more streamlined and better at the practicalities of marching; I spent my hours meditating with Imogen, practicing flight with Mersal, training with my blade with Brielle, and simply walking alongside Emma for hours at a time, sharing in greater detail what had happened to each of us in Ghogiel and often reminiscing about Ruddock, Ohio. 

It seemed a distant, impossible world, and talking about the local Starbucks and how excited everyone had been when it opened four years ago was a surreal experience that made us grin at each other like idiots - we then spent about an hour talking about all the different kinds of foods and drinks we missed most, where we’d go visit when we finally got back home, and how much we missed even the most boring aspects of small-town living.

Though I knew after all this was over - if we ever finished our universe-spanning quest - Emma wouldn’t be going back to Ruddock. Would I? I’d no idea. How could I go back to working at my dad’s accounting firm after all this? Bemused, we discussed possible futures and finally fell into silence, no one option seeming even remotely plausible.

Danrath rode up with his two companions on the fourth day, and we greeted him with yells of excitement and disbelief. He’d managed to catch up by alternating between horses, using them much like old couriers used to do, always pushing and driving to catch up once he learned from old friends amongst Victor’s force what had happened.

“They’ve lit out,” he said between gulps from my water bottle. “Victor’s led everyone except the wounded after you. They’re afire with determination to catch up with you, though what they intended to do when they do even my friends wouldn’t tell me. They thought I’d fall in with them, close ranks against you, but they must not have taken my band’s new name seriously enough. When I made to leave things got pretty ugly, fast. Good thing we had some fresh mounts.”

“How many days behind us are they?” asked Valeria.

“I’d reckon two. They’re marching hard. Real hard. Pushing through part of the night as well. Victor’s got them all whipped up. We’d best have reached the Black Tower by the time they catch up with us. It won’t be pretty, otherwise.”

Valeria tried to increase our pace, but it was hard to get more than an hour or two of continuous quicker speeds out of our people. The cold sapped our strength, the limited water rations left us light-headed, and the endless vista of swirling ash made it hard to stay motivated.

And always I watched the horizon. Always I sought to catch sight of that single, vertical shadow that would herald our arrival.

Our final destination after months of voyaging through Ghogiel. 

I was half asleep, rocking from side to side on the front seat of one of the wagons when Mersal landed beside me, alighting so quietly I only awoke at his touch.

“What is it?” I asked, wiping at my eyes.

In response, he just pointed.

There it was. 

Faint, seen through a haze, but definitely visible at long, long last:

The Black Tower.

 


Chapter 45

 


 

The Black Tower arose like a clenched fist from the scarred wasteland around it, a brutal construction of hard edges, battered planes, and great blade-like spines that swept up toward the clouds. 

“Damn,” I whispered. “That’s… I mean, from this distance…?”

“It’s huge,” said Mersal. “I’d guess a height easily in the hundreds of yards. You can’t tell from here, but up higher I could make out a rocky outcropping from which it thrusts up into the air as if it erupted from below ground ages ago.”

“And it always looked like that?” I scratched at the back of my head. “I mean, that tower practically just screams: hey everyone, evil home base here.”

“No,” said Mersal. “I visited it once when I was very young, only eight or so years old. Before Lilith conquered the sphere. Back then it was completely different in appearance. White and silver, spun together to rise up effortlessly toward the infinite blue skies, a crown of gold at its peak in whose center the portal to Bastion hovered. When Lilith conquered Chokmah the tower changed and became as you see it now.”

“Damn.” Even at this distance, I could feel its weighty presence, like a pair of leaden hands pushing down on my shoulders, making me doubt the fundamental wisdom of our quest. “How do we get inside?”

“The White Tower had several gates, with the greatest being at the top of a flight of stairs so wide and vast a hundred men could have marched up it at once. It was surrounded by great gardens that stretched out to white walls a dozen yards tall, but it wasn’t really a military construct. The grounds were designed for meditative walks, with fountains and manicured hedges and the like. A small town stood just outside the walls, where visitors and pilgrims stayed and rested. It was…” Mersal shook his head, grief and sadness contorting his features. “All gone now.”

“Well, we’re here to put things back to rights,” I said. “What sort of defenses do you think it’s got?”

“I don’t know,” he said. “Even if we had siege weaponry we’d not be battering down those walls. Our best bet is to fight our way inside and kill the Cyclops that reside there now.”

“The Hindering Ones,” I said, recalling Brielle and my one brush with that brutish creature. “Any idea how many of them there might be?”

“No idea,” he said. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be.” I took a deep breath. “How long do you reckon till we reach it?”

“At our current pace? Tomorrow afternoon, I’d wager.”

The sound of a horse galloping toward us made me pivot in my seat. A messenger was racing toward us up the length of the army’s column, so dusted in ash he seemed a specter spawned by the wasteland itself.

“Savior!” He pulled up beside us, foam dripping from his mount’s mouth, its coat lathered and silty with wet ash. “Victor’s army - he’s coming up fast on our rear.”

I stood and turned back to the Black Tower, but couldn’t make anything beyond the end of our line. A haze of dust lifted by hundreds of feet obscured everything behind us. “How far away?”

“I ran afoul of outriders. Lukos fell to their arrows, but I got away. I’d guess half a mile, maybe a mile at most.”

“How the hell have they caught up with us? Send word to General Valeria.”

The messenger bowed his head and spurred his exhausted horse on.

“Want me to scout?” asked Mersal.

“Please. Try and get a sense of how much time we have left.”

Mersal nodded, closed his eyes for but a moment and then lifted up silently from the wagon’s seat and floated up and out of sight.

I remained standing, staring out behind my army. Was Victor coming for revenge? Trying to get to the Black Tower first? Could he be hoping to attack at the same time I did, to increase our chances of success? Should I have waited to see if he’d be willing to do so, so that we could have marched together toward our destination…?

Brielle rode up on one of our few horses - of course, she’d requisitioned one for her exclusive use. Crimson hair tied back into a braid, a voluminous pale cloak draped over her armor, she pulled up alongside me. 

“What was that? I saw a messenger galloping for Valeria and he wouldn’t stop to answer my questions.”

“Victor,” I said. “He’s perhaps a mile or so behind us and coming in fast. Mersal’s flown back to find out more.”

“A mile? That’s it? But we had a couple of days’ head start on him. That’s not… possible.” That last word was said in a small voice as she realized how in fact, quite literally, it apparently was. 

“They must have been marching through the night as Danrath said. They’ve got to be worn ragged. I’m trying to figure out what he wants.”

Brielle snorted. “Victor’s sacrificed anything and everything to attain his goal of toppling the Black Tower. Friends, moral decency - you name it. You think he’d let you swoop in at the last moment to steal his glory?”

“You think that’s it? He doesn’t want me to finish what he started?”

“That’s my guess. Though what he’ll do to ensure he’s the one to capture the tower is anybody’s guess.”

“Fuck. Give me a ride to Valeria?”

Brielle nodded, and I bumped a little energy into Manipura to lift me off the wagon and float over to land behind her on her mount. I barely had enough time to close my arms around her before she dug her heels into its side and we took off, cantering up the line toward the front.

Valeria was walking in the vanguard, surrounded by a cadre of promoted officers, older soldiers and trailed by a dozen waiting messengers. I saw the mounted fellow who’d warned me of Victor’s proximity walking his horse back down the line and waved back as he raised a hand in passing.

“There you are,” said Valeria as Brielle and I slid off the saddle. “You’ve heard the news.”

It was weird, but watching over a thousand soldiers respond to Valeria’s command changed her in my eyes; I wished it didn’t, that she would remain the same Valeria that I knew, but seeing how easily, how naturally she wielded that military authority made her even more hot in my eyes, redoubled my appreciation of having her with us.

“Yes,” I said. “Mersal flew back to double-check their deployment. What do you think?”

“We’re perhaps a dozen miles from the Black Tower itself,” said Valeria. “Scouts report that there’s a decent army waiting out front for us. Nothing like the monster they threw against Peruthros, but easily some five hundred or more enemies.”

“We’ve doubled that number,” I said. “Think we can crush them against the tower with a well-placed charge or something?”

Valeria rubbed at her chin with the ball of her thumb. “It’s never that simple. The scouts report that these warriors are well armored and their camp is professionally organized. I’m guessing we’re looking at Lilith’s elite here. Our people have heart, but we’re foot sore, emotionally exhausted and most of us have only a few weeks’ training in basic spear formations.”

Brielle nodded thoughtfully. “We’d be butchered if we threw ourselves against an elite army like that.”

“Not to mention all the unknown factors we’re up against,” continued Valeria. “How many Hexenmagi do they have? What of these Cyclops within the tower - would they emerge to do battle? Are there more enemy units hidden out of sight somewhere, waiting for us to charge in to smash into our flanks? Does the tower itself have defenses, such as catapults or arbalests hidden higher up its side?”

“No idea,” I said. “Have you sent wardens to scout?”

“I have,” said Valeria. “But they report running into a strange ward about a mile outside the tower. Permeable, but they think it’s some kind of alarm field that alerts the casters. They didn’t think it safe to continue alone.”

“Damn.” I tongued the inside of my cheek as I walked beside her. “So we’ve got a thousand or so furious crusaders behind us, and five hundred potentially elite enemy warriors waiting for us within a mystery trap wrapped in an enigmatic ambush of some kind.”

“Potentially, yes,” said Valeria. 

“Well, you’re the military expert. What do you suggest?”

“The most important next step is to gather information. We need Mersal to return with an update on Victor’s trajectory, speed, and the size of his force. Then we need to learn what awaits us at the foot of the Black Tower. That might mean sending in a dozen wardens to scout regardless of the danger alongside regular scouts.”

“Say Victor’s gunning for us with a full thousand, and we learn there are a bunch of Hexenmagi and some magical traps up ahead,” I said. 

Valeria blew out her cheeks, then turned to consider everyone else walking alongside us. “Give us a moment?”

Officers, messengers, and the rest nodded and fell back, leaving Brielle, Valeria and I alone.

“Honestly?” She rubbed at her eyes. “If that’s the case then we’re better served by removing ourselves from the situation and allowing Victor to spring the trap.”

“Cut and run?” I asked.

“Strategic withdrawal,” said Valeria with a grim smile.

“She’s right,” said Brielle. “We can’t be certain of what lies ahead of us, even if we scout it out. There’s no knowing what Lilith might have waiting for us within the tower. It could spew levenbolts at any enemy that comes within a hundred yards of its door.”

“Like a Command and Conquer defense tower,” I mused.

Valeria raised an eyebrow.

“Never mind. Given how fast Victor’s moving, do we have the ability to withdraw like that?”

“We could order a double march,” said Valeria. “Move perpendicular from his vector of approach. All we would need to do was move a mile out of his way so that he can charge right past us and into the trap.”

“You think we should warn him?” 

Brielle shook her head. “No. First, I doubt he’d listen. Second, he and Martha are plenty smart on their own to have figured this out as well. Finally, any messengers we send are liable not to return.”

“Right, right. Then we just need to wait on Mersal, I suppose.”

Valeria glanced up as if hoping to see the warden. “For Victor to have moved that quickly he’ll have had to have done a forced march. That will have taken a brutal toll on his people. They’ll have an even worse chance of defeating the enemy.”

“It may sound cynical of me,” said Brielle, “but I find it a fitting end to their depravity to be cut down by the very monsters they’ve started to resemble.”

“This is cynical,” I said. “We’re still ostensibly on the same side.”

“You keep saying that,” said Brielle. “But I think at this point you’re hoping it’s true over believing it to be so.”

“Yeah, maybe,” I said. 

A messenger came jogging up, a long, curved walking stick propped over its shoulder. 

“Noah?”

I knew that voice. Turned, frowning - only stumbled to a stop when the messenger pulled back her hood.

“Neveah?”

“Yes, that’s my name.” Her face was hollowed out by fatigue, her eyes sunken and ringed with purple, her lips pale with ash, her cheekbones brutally prominent. Her clothing was tattered and thread was worn, and her walking stick, I realized, was no such thing but her scabbarded demon blade in truth. How had I mistaken it for a wooden pole…?

“My attempts to assassinate Victor failed.”

“Victor’s always been lucky,” I said. “Was he too closely guarded?”

“In part.” Her voice was tight with displeasure. “But I did get a chance to strike once. He fought me off. I had to flee so as to avoid being killed.”

I nearly tripped over myself. “Wait. What? You had to flee?”

Her expression was grim. “He’s a far more accomplished swordsman than I thought.”

Had I ever seen him fight? I realized that I hadn’t.

Valeria was equally outraged. “But - you wield a demon blade. You’re the most lethal fighter I’ve yet met -”

“You cut down that general with ease,” I said.

“And nobody hears you coming,” added Brielle. “How did he…?”

“I’m not lying,” said Neveah, expression stony. “Nor am I happy about it. But he fought me off with unnatural speed and strength. Combined with his level of skill, and it was all I could do to disengage and flee.”

“Manipura?” I asked. “The Body Absolute? That might give him extra strength and speed, but even so…”

“I don’t know,” said Neveah. “I can’t explain it, though I am far from the most lethal being out here in the spheres. Regardless, I observed him long enough to judge his intent. Overheard a few speeches that he made. He’s coming for you, Noah. He wants to capture you very, very badly.”

My blood ran cold. “Capture me?”

Brielle took a half step forward. “Not the Black Tower? You’re sure?”

“Yes.” Neveah’s smile was all teeth, no humor. “He’s calling you a false prophet. Casting your betrayal as an insult to the Source. Saying that only with your death will the Source be cleansed.”

“He’s gone mad,” whispered Valeria. “He would kill Noah?”

“No,” I said. “I mean, I know he’s pissed, but kill me? He’s still fundamentally on the side of the Source. How could killing the Savior do anything but help Lilith?”

Neveah shrugged. “I won’t debate you. I’m merely telling you what I heard.”

“The added power,” said Brielle. “His fall into depravity. Maybe he got corrupted somewhere along the way. Maybe he doesn’t even realize it, but now he’s so twisted that he honestly thinks he’s serving the Source by doing this.”

“Fuck,” I said, pressing my hand to my temple. “That’s… that’s insane.”

“It also means he won’t charge past us to attack the Tower,” said Valeria. “Which changes our options dramatically.”

“What lies ahead?” asked Neveah.

Valeria updated her tersely. “Looks like we’re in trouble.”

“How long would it take to get our people lined up for battle?” I asked.

Valeria scowled. “An hour, minimum. And that would be a rough line at best. No strategy, no tactics beyond hold and keep spears leveled.”

“We need to know how much time we have before Victor’s on our heels,” I said. “In his condition, it might be best if we turned and struck at him first.”

“Theoretically, yes,” said Valeria. “But with this army, impossible. It would take us hours to form up and begin marching, and the odds of maintaining any kind of formation once we began to move are vanishingly small.”

“How many hours till nightfall?” I gazed up to answer my own question. “Four?”

“About,” allowed Brielle.

“Because even if he’s crazy, Victor’s no fool. They won’t run their people into the rear of our line. They’ll be strung out along the road just as we are. He’ll think of a better way to strike us.”

“Nighttime,” said Valeria, nodding with apprehension. “Wait for us to make camp, and then attack.”

“But he’ll know we’re aware of him,” said Brielle. “He won’t expect an ambush to work.”

I bit the inside corner of my lips as I pondered. “Victor’s cunning. Remember in Illington? He waited till dawn to strike. He might make camp, knowing we’ll be forced to stay up all night in case he attacks, and tell his men to sleep till dawn. That way they’ll be rested and we’ll be exhausted.”

“Makes sense,” said Valeria.

“But he also likes infiltration tactics. Like with Peruthros. Odds are he’ll send some of his people into our camp to cause havoc. Set things on fire, destroy our water supplies, cut our throats. Keep us up in arms as the main body of his army rests.”

“Again, makes sense,” said Valeria. “Our forces have enough overlap that I’m sure he could find enough friends or family of our people to slip them through.”

“Then come dawn he launches his attack - or, no.” I paused, squinting as I imagined him and Martha conferring. “An hour before dawn, while we’re still getting ready. He’ll want to catch us flat-footed. Maybe even a couple of hours before dawn. Give his people just enough time to rest, then come in silently, probably from both sides…” I turned to Brielle. “Remember the bandits after Hidden Hope? How he split our forces in four, and attacked their camp from all sides? He might try the same again. Come at us in the dark, two or more angles of attack.”

Valeria was gazing at me in a strange manner.

“What?” I asked.

“You’ve learned a lot these past few months,” she said. “I’m impressed.”

“It’s not me,” I said. “These are Victor’s tactics.”

“Still, you’ve learned them. Well done.”

I grinned despite myself. “Thanks.”

“Yes yes,” said Brielle. “Bravo to Noah. Now, assuming he’s right, what do we do?”

“Kill Victor,” said Neveah. “That will throw his army into disarray.”

“You just said he’s too hard to assassinate,” said Brielle.

“Not if Noah sends every warden along with us companions in to attack him all at once from above,” said Neveah. “Victor may be powerful, but he can’t withstand an attack of such magnitude.”

The thought left a sour taste in my mouth. I still couldn’t believe Victor would actually want to kill me. But I couldn’t deny it any longer. 

A shadowy shape descended from the low-hanging clouds, plummeting toward us feet first, arms extended out to his sides as he tracked our location.

Mersal.

He landed lightly, knees flexing, then smoothed down his robes. “General Valeria. Brielle. Neveah.” The guy was either totally exhausted or smooth as all get out because he didn’t blink at her return. “The messenger was correct. Victor’s perhaps a mile away and moving at a forced march.”

“What manner of formation?” asked Valeria. “Column, like ours?”

“No,” said Mersal. “They’re spread out wider than we are. From above, it looked like they were in rough battle formation. I’d guess three large groups in the front line, two in the rear. Each maybe two hundred strong? Their logistics caravan was far, far behind them.”

“Wait, what?” I frowned at Mersal. “Battle formation? Forced march? Victor going to roll up our line?”

“We’d be unable to mount a strong defense,” said Valeria. “If you think of our column as a front line, he’s effectively rolling up our flank.”

“They weren’t in that formation when I left them this morning,” said Neveah.

“But - how? I know his crusaders are far better trained than our people, but to move into that formation and put on speed…?” I stared at Mersal in perplexity. 

“They’re coming in fast,” he said. “I don’t know how they’ve maintained the pace. But at their current rate, they’ll reach us within an hour.”

“An hour?” Valeria cursed and signaled to the group of officers and messengers who had stepped away. “Erman! Tell Kivin to form up, facing the rear, far left flank. I want them over there, a hundred yards off the trail ranks four deep. Jonas! Same with Olassa, but on the other side, hundred yards to the right. Go! Go!”

Both men nodded and broke off into a run, heading down the column to find their designated officers.

“Irin, find Golash and tell him to march his people between Kivin and Olassa, right past them, and then form up to make the rear of the army. They’re to be our reserves. Pranis, head all the way to the back and tell Yovan that he’s going to fill in the center once the wagons are through. Go!”

Officers hurried forward, and Valeria was immediately swamped, explaining what was happening and how we were going to react. 

Another warden flew down from above, sagged down to one knee beside Mersal, then gazed up at me, eyes wide.

“Savior, the enemy by the Black Tower. They’re moving. They’re marching toward us.”

The pit of my stomach dropped. “You’re sure? Of course, you’re sure. Valeria!”

She tore herself away from the gaggle of military folk. “What?”

“Lilith’s warriors - those elites? They’re coming this way.”

We all stood in stunned silence. In the near distance, I could hear voices raised in shouts as sergeants and other commanders began the slow, agonizing process of wheeling a thousand tired fighters into place. 

“How?” Brielle spoke what was on all our minds. “How are they coordinating like this?”

Imogen came galloping up on a borrowed horse, dismounting as she reached us and handing the reins to an officer. “What’s happening? Why are we stopping?”

I explained, voice leaden, mind reeling. 

“But how?” asked Brielle again. “They’re over - what - ten, fifteen miles apart? Did Victor send a message around us?”

“To coordinate with Lilith’s warriors?” Valeria was clutching her head in both hands. “Why would they trust him? How can he know they’re in position?”

“It might not be a coordinated strategy,” said Imogen, voice tense but calm. “Lilith might have informants in both our armies. Her forces could be moving forward to take advantage of the impending chaos.”

“Regardless,” I said. “Whether or not they’re working together doesn’t matter. We’re going to be caught between Victor’s crusaders and Lilith’s elites. And we’ve got, what, an hour to respond?”

“The elites are ten to fifteen miles away,” said Valeria woodenly. “It will take them about three or four hours to close.”

I paced off to one side, rubbing at the sides of my head, pulse racing, mouth dry as a stone, trying to focus, to not let panic grip me by the throat. “A thousand crusaders. How much damage could we do if we flew right at them? The wardens, all of us capable of throwing magic? Could we tear them apart enough to give our own people time to turn and face the elites?”

“Fifteen of us?” asked Imogen. “Route a thousand strong army? No.”

“Our only hope lies in defeating Victor’s army before the elites arrive,” said Valeria. “Charge them, destroy them utterly, then turn and fight off the elites.”

“We’d never survive that,” said Brielle, looking stunned, eyes wide. “And the assumption that we’d destroy Victor’s army so neatly…”

“No terrain that we can take a stand on,” said Mersal, voice quiet. “I searched the nearby environs. No hills or ravines or other natural features.”

Iphraim was hurrying toward us, followed by a half dozen other people I’d come to know over the past few days. The other community leaders, men, and women who wielded enough charisma and authority to ensure Valeria had been obeyed in the first few days without contest.

My mind was blank. I couldn’t think of a solution. What would Victor do if he were here? 

“A strafing attack over Victor’s army to slow it down,” I said. “To buy us time. While our army cuts and runs - not perpendicular like Valeria suggested, but at a diagonal from the Black Tower.”

“A diagonal?” Imogen frowned. “An oblique approach to the elites?”

“No,” said Brielle. “You mean to lead Victor directly into them as he comes after us.”

“Right,” I said. “The wager is that they’re not on the same side. That this isn’t coordinated.”

“And if you wager wrong?” Brielle’s voice trembled.

“Then we’re forced to fight them all at the same time,” I said.

Again nobody spoke. Iphraim finally reached us, panting for breath. “What is going on? Why are we forming up battle lines?”

“Valeria?” I asked.

She moved to lead him away, updating him in an admirably calm voice on Victor’s imminent arrival. 

Imogen, Neveah, and Brielle stepped closer to join me, Mersal only a few feet away.

“What do we do, Noah?” Imogen removed her glasses to clean them on her robe. “What are you thinking?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “It all comes down to whether Victor’s gone over to Lilith and is working with her or not.”

“Something we can’t know,” said Imogen. How she stayed calm in these situations I’d no idea. “You gamble the fate of the universe on his not having done so. Can you be so sure?”

“I want to be,” I said. “I want to believe he’s still fighting for the Source but… I don’t know. I just don’t know.”

“Then we need another plan,” said Brielle. “We need to assume the worst case scenario.”

I dug my thumbs into my eyes until I saw stars and then dropped my hands. “I’m coming up blank here, guys. Any help would be welcome.”

“We need to examine the premise of our problem,” said Imogen. “In times like these, it can be easy to lose track of our true goals. Noah, could you please state the problem for me?”

“State the problem?” I gave a despairing laugh. “Are you serious? Fine. Victor’s coming up on our ass with a thousand crazy crusaders, while an elite unit of five hundred Lilith worshippers is coming at us from the other direction.”

“Is that our problem?” asked Imogen. “Are you sure?”

“I mean, yes? I think having a thousand five hundred assholes howling for your blood -”

“No,” said Imogen. Her voice was precise and calm and unwavering. “That is a problem. Is it, however, what is keeping us from reaching the Black Tower?”

“Ah,” said Neveah, as if something had been made apparent.

“Yes?” I stared at her quizzically. “How else are we going to get our army to the tower without defeating them?”

“Is our true goal to get this army to the Black Tower?”

“Yes? We need to conquer the Tower, don’t we?”

“Do we?” Her calm was starting to infuriate me. “We need to pass through a portal to the next sphere. Not conquer the Black Tower.”

“Well, true,” I said. “But to get to those portals we need to enter the tower -”

“And are you sure we need an army to accomplish that?”

“I think we do? What are you getting at, Imogen?”

“We need to enter the Black Tower and pass through a portal,” said Imogen. “We don’t necessarily need this army to do so.”

“So - what - you’re saying abandon this army and go it alone?”

“We have wardens who could fly us over the elites to the tower’s side,” said Imogen. “We could infiltrate through a window and make our way to the portal.”

“And this army?” I said, waving a hand to the hundreds upon hundreds who were slowly forming up in clouds of ash to face Victor’s approaching crusade. “We just abandon them to be slaughtered?”

“There are a thousand people here,” said Neveah. “They swore to help you fulfill your mission. They would be doing what they wished if they bought you time to reach the portals.”

“That’s so god damn cold!” I wheeled back to gaze at them. The wagons were creaking and rolling forward as fast as they could, the drovers whipping the horses as they navigated the wheeling regiments. “I can’t leave a thousand people who trusted me to take care of them to die!”

“The whole universe depends on you,” said Imogen sadly. “I don’t know how many worlds that might be. How many millions, if not billions of people.”

“There are six billion people on my world alone,” I said, suddenly morose. “But… still. I just…”

And all the while our army was maneuvering into place. Valeria broke away from Iphraim to deal with a half dozen messengers as well as bark orders at lower officers, sending people racing with commands and modifications. Ash rose up like a billowing dust cloud, and still, the wagons creaked their way past us, the great barrels swaying on the flatbeds, the horses straining to pull them faster.

An hour till Victor came. A few hours till the elites arrived and god knew what else. This random patch of the wasteland was going to be bathed in blood. What I wouldn’t do to have Blindness with us, Inixia or Lizbeth. Hell, the old Victor, the old Martha. 

Emma came running out of the roiling dust clouds, scarf pulled over her lower face, hand raised as if to ward debris. My heart rose. I stepped away from the others to meet her, take her hands as she extended them to me, squeeze them tight.

“Emma. Help me.”

She lowered her scarf, searching my face with obvious concern. “What’s going on?”

“We have to make a terrible decision. Victor’s about to attack us from behind. A force of elite Lilith fighters will attack us from the other direction in a few hours. We don’t have the time or discipline to out maneuver them. At best we could try to run them into each other, but if they’re working together, that will only result in our having to fight them all at once.”

“Damn,” she said. “We’ve no other options?”

“One. Imogen and Neveah think we should abandon our army. Fly to the Black Tower and find a way to the portals by ourselves. They say that’s our true goal. That we can’t stay with the army. That to do so is to sacrifice the untold billions who depend on me for the thousand that have followed me out to this desert.”

“Abandon them? Like, leave them to be massacred?”

I could only nod.

“Noah, no. There has to be another way. I’ve heard - no, felt - their faith in you these past few days. They’ve followed you all the way out here to the middle of nowhere to fight for the Source - for you! You can’t just cast them aside.”

“I know, that’s exactly what I said. But - what can we do? We can’t defeat Victor in time to turn and face Lilith’s warriors. Do we die here with them? Is that the right answer?”

“There has to be another way,” said Emma, voice resolute. “We just need to think of it.”

For a moment we just stood there, holding hands like kids, staring into each other’s eyes, waiting for the other to come up with a brilliant idea. Even as the world around us went mad, as thousands moved into place, as countless people shouted and gave commands. All of it for nothing. 

“You’re right,” I said. “I can’t abandon them.”

Emma gave a decisive nod.

“But nor can we win this battle. Which means… which means I have to think of a way to save them before we leave to tackle the tower alone.”

“Can’t we just tell them to march like crazy away from both approaching enemies?”

“Yeah, but Victor’s army is moving weirdly fast, they’d catch up with us… unless.”

“Unless?”

“I’d asked earlier if we could destroy his army, just us flying magic types, you know? Imogen said we could hurt it, but not destroy it. But maybe that’s all we need to do. Blast it into a state of paralysis while our people escape. Then, once we’ve ground them, we leave for the tower and hope our people get enough of a head start. Shit, we could even blow apart their water supply, make it so that they can’t follow our people.”

“That would be condemning them all to a slow death out here,” said Emma.

“Yeah.” And I realized I was fine with that. “Fuck Victor for putting me in this situation. Fuck Victor and his people for trying to kill me, to kill mine. Even if they’re not with Lilith’s people, fuck them. We blow up their water, kill their horses, rake them with levenbolts and fireballs, and then leave them for Lilith’s warriors to find.”

Emma squeezed my hands. “You sure?”

“Yes,” I said. I took a deep, shuddery breath, and then nodded firmly. “Yes. That’s what we’re going to do. Valeria!”

I turned and marched toward her. “Change of plans!”

“- wait a second,” said Valeria to a stern-looking man who looked like he wanted to interrupt. She turned to me, all business. “What is it?”

“We’re not standing and fighting. We can’t win. We’re going to flee the wastelands. Or, well, our army is. Iphraim’s going to lead them to the mountains where we found you, and there break up into groups and go to ground. Mersal and the wardens will help them find new places to hide, new homes, and from there organize a resistance to Lilith.”

Valeria’s eyebrows shot up. “And how do we outrun Victor?”

“I’m going to lead an aerial raid on his army,” I said. “We’re going to blow up his water, incinerate his people, and kill his horses. He’ll be grounded for days, by which point everyone he’s leading will die of dehydration. That’s if Lilith’s warriors don’t kill them first.”

“Shit,” said Valeria with grudging respect. “You’re serious.”

“Very. Get the word out. Break formations, forced march for the next few days toward the mountains. They can take all the water, should hitch our horses to the wagons to get more speed.”

“Do they have enough water to reach the mountains?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “That’s going to be on them. There’s only so much I can do. Iphraim!”

The elder came hurrying over, a dozen others with him. “Is this the moment of truth?” he asked, coughing into his elbow. “Do we face down Victor at long last?”

“No, listen to me. Listen to me well.” I seized him by the shoulders and stared into his red-rimmed eyes. “You are a good man, Iphraim. You and your son. You’re the best that Chokmah has left. You’re going to lead our army out of this wasteland. This is not to be your final battle. No - listen to me. I’m going to buy you enough time to get away, but we can’t defeat Victor and Lilith’s warriors at the same time. We just can’t. So you’re going to flee toward the mountains east of Peruthros. I’ll send the wardens to help you find them and hide amongst the peaks -”

“Noah, no, we won’t abandon you. Don’t doubt our bravery -”

“I don’t doubt it! But we can’t win this. Victor’s got us pinned. We don’t even know what Lilith’s going to throw at us, and I won’t leave you here to die. You need to get your people to safety, Iphraim. You need to form the resistance that will hold what’s left of Chokmah’s innate goodness until I can destroy Lilith. You need to hold on. I don’t know how long it will take me, but until then, keep the fires lit, keep the hope alive, and don’t let her turn this place into Ghogiel through and through. Can you do that for me?”

“Come with us, Noah.” Iphraim reached out and grasped my hand. “Lead this resistance. We’ll follow you anywhere. We’re strong, we’re dedicated to the Source. Help us regroup, and then together we can take the Black Tower, we can attract more followers, we can turn the tide -”

“Iphraim,” I began.

“No, wait. Please. You owe me at least a moment to speak my piece.” He took a shuddering breath. “Look what you have created here. A following. Look at how many people are willing to die for you. Please don’t abandon us. Lead us into hiding, give us a few more months. With the wardens, with your companions, we can do this. We need you, Noah. You are a living symbol for what we are fighting for. Without you, I can’t say how many will lose hope, might fall away from our movement. Might join Victor, hope turning to ash in their hearts. Don’t abandon us. Help us win back Chokmah. Help us conquer the Black Tower, and then lead us into battle against Lilith in the next sphere!”

I grit my jaw so hard I could feel the muscles ache. The worst part was, I could see it. Could see myself riding east with my army, coming to know them, care for them, more than I did even now. Hiding in the mountains, until I was ready to raise my banner and ride back down into the plains and into war. 

Were they not my responsibility? Had they not followed me this far? Risked everything for me? Was I not abandoning them, leaving them to their fate, whatever it might prove? With me, with my companions, their chances - our chances - of freeing an entire sphere were vastly improved. 

And yet.

I closed my eyes. Ghogiel. Where one’s goals were hindered. One’s path twisted out from under one’s feet. A sphere dedicated to blocking the creative expansion of the energies of Kether. A land where everything strove to lead you astray.

Might not even this, a righteous army of the faithful, be but another ploy of Ghogiel’s? The cruelest and final test? Tempting me to turn away from my true goal, and instead embrace a lesser, equally worthy challenge? To dedicate my being to Chokmah instead of to the universe?

I sighed, and the temptation fell away from me. “I’m sorry, Iphraim. As much as I respect you and thank you for everything you have done, that is not my path. My path lies through the heart of the Black Tower, toward Lilith, as quickly as I can, so that I can stop her before it’s too late.”

No need to tell him I thought his offer made in alignment with Ghogiel’s true nature. No need to insult him so.

“Please, Noah,” he whispered, voice cracked with despair. “Please.”

“You are to be my representative while I am gone,” I said, steeling my heart. “I will look to you when the time comes. Can I trust in you, Iphraim? Will you steer our people right while I journey toward my final confrontation with Lilith?”

For a long moment he simply stared at me, wild-eyed, and then he drew himself up and placed a fist over his heart. His jaw shook, and then he bowed his head. “Yes, savior.”

“Good.” I felt a knot rise in my throat but swallowed it down. “Get ready. You’re in charge now. I’m counting on you. Head east and wait for Mersal. He’ll join you in an hour or so. Understood? Forced march for at least a couple of days.”

“Yes, savior,” he said. Then he pressed the base of his palm to my brow. “May the Source bless you forever and ever.”

“Thank you.” I stepped back and took a deep breath. “Valeria! You get the word out?”

“Yes, but it’s going to be hell to turn everyone around.”

“Fuck. Mersal!”

“Here,” said the young warden, emerging from the dust that seemed to hover all around us like fog. 

“Valeria‘s going to give your wardens orders to carry to different commanders across our army. Carry them and help herd our people in the right direction. They’re heading east, Mersal. They’re heading to your mountains. You’re going to take them home.”

“Home?” He sounded stunned. “But -”

“There’s no time. You’re going to do this, and then you’re going to report back to me. We’re leading a raid on Victor. We’re going to blow him to shit, then you’re going to help us get into the Black Tower, and then you’re going to meet back up with Iphraim and get him to the mountains. Help his people go to ground, help them find new homes. Am I understood?”

Mersal opened his mouth to argue, but then snapped it shut and bowed. “As you command.”

“Then get to it.” I clapped him on the shoulder and turned to Valeria. “We’re also going to need packs for our journey into the next sphere. Can you task someone with gathering whatever you think we’ll need while you get the army moving? You’ve got half an hour to do what you can. Then I’m leading the strike. We’re going to hit Victor so fast and so hard he won’t know what happened.”

Valeria gave me a tight grin and then saluted. “As you command, savior.”

I snorted. “Knock it off. Get to work. We’re going to need a miracle to pull this off.”

 


Chapter 46

 


 

Half an hour later the army was slowly wheeling its way east, a chaotic and sluggish river of warriors and wagons, most of them hidden by the clouds of ash, their cries muted, the barks from their officers goading them on. I watched them go, a great morass of the faithful, torn by doubt and riven by guilt. I’d accepted their allegiance, and now I was casting them adrift in the middle of the Ghogiel wastes.

Imogen slipped her hand into my own and squeezed. “You chose the right course of action. This is best.”

“You sound so sure.”

“Regardless, it is done. The stars have been knocked into motion, as they said back at the Academy. There is no point in second-guessing ourselves now.”

“But to have brought them this far, only to send them on another quest, and hope that they survive after I’ve abandoned them -”

Brielle moved up to join us. “You’re not abandoning them, Noah. You’re helping them avoid a massacre. There’s no need to be so dramatic.”

I pursed my lips and squeezed Imogen’s slender hand, drawing comfort from her presence.

Valeria was the next to emerge from the thick dust clouds, helm under her arm, hair grayed by the ash, face somber. “The last regiment is ready to march as soon as there’s room. The wagons are already underway. I’ve made it clear that they need to double march. I’m hoping the ash cloud obfuscates their maneuver and buys them time.”

“Well done,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. “As Imogen was saying, the dice are cast.”

“As much as I enjoyed leading this army, it’s for the best,” said Valeria. “Iphraim told me he tried to convince you to go with them. I’m glad you said no.”

“You are?” Of all my companions, I’d been most worried about Valeria’s opinion.

“Yes.” She turned to gaze at the marching men. “They’re good people, but they’re an end in and of themselves. I could spend months training them into a fine fighting force. We could feasibly go to ground in the mountains, rest, regroup, then emerge to do battle with Victor’s host. Perhaps fight another of Lilith’s hordes. Liberate captive villages. All of it good. But none of that would further our true goal.”

“Right,” I said, blowing out my cheeks. “OK. I’m glad we’re all on the same page. I was feeling pretty shitty there.”

“Ghogiel is full of temptations,” said Imogen softly. “Not all of them foul and monstrous.”

Neveah approached, listening as Emma spoke earnestly to her. I was filled with a burning curiosity to know of what they conversed, but Emma fell silent as they drew near, Neveah giving her a reluctant nod, and then we were all together.

“You guys don’t know how good it feels to be united at last,” I said. “I’d never be ready to tackle the tower without you all. Thank you.”

“I’d score that a four out of ten on the inspirational speeches chart,” said Brielle. “Earnest, but far too short and lacking in rhetorical flourishes.”

“I agree,” said Imogen. “It feels fundamentally right to be together. I’m sure on some deeper level we’re all strengthened when we’re by each other’s sides.”

I resisted the urge to glance at Neveah. Her refusal to bond with me meant we were all weakened as a result. Still. Just her killing of the enemy general back at Peruthros demonstrated her worth. 

Alexander emerged from the ashen clouds alongside Mersal, a dusty handkerchief pressed to his nose and mouth. The other wardens followed close behind.

“Ghastly,” he said. “What a ghastly place. Then again, it is called the wastelands, so I suppose one mustn’t complain, but…” He frowned in displeasure. “I will be glad to leave these plains for the clear air of the mountains once more.”

“It’s been awesome having you with us,” I said, extending my hand to him. “Alexander, we’ve been through so much. It’s weird to be saying goodbye.”

“Oh, I’m sure we’ll see each other again,” he said, clasping my hand. “I’ve made it a habit of not dying and turning up just where I’m needed. In this sphere or the next. And!” He stepped back, arms extended wide, eyes opening dramatically. “The honor has been all mine! To have journeyed, nay! Sojourned! With the savior himself, to have fought by his side, perhaps even rendered some assistance upon occasion. Would that I had a passel of little ones to whom I could recount the tale, regaling them with my time spent with Noah Kilmartin himself! They would be most astonished.”

I grinned and stepped forward to give him a tight hug. “Going to miss you, buddy.”

“Yes, assuredly. I will miss you, too.” He hugged me back then stepped away. “What is this life but a series of losses? Old comrades, Inixia, now all of you, my dear friends. Please, take care. Not only for the universe’s sake but because my old heart couldn’t stand to discover that you’d been horribly murdered over the course of months by Lilith’s foul henchmen.

Brielle snorted.

I bowed. “We’ll do our best.”

“Everyone is ready,” said Mersal. “Just give the word.”

I watched the last of the men march away, a great rippling carpet of heads and spears then picked up my new pack and slung it over my shoulder. “Let’s go fuck Victor’s shit up.”

Mersal beckoned, and the other wardens came in close.

“Now listen up,” I said, pitching my voice to carry. “We’re going to play this fast and safe. Emma, Neveah, Valeria, you’ll wait here with three wardens. When we fly by toward the Black Tower, you’ll rise up to join us. But first, we’re going to loop around Victor’s force and attack his baggage train. I want to take out his water supply in one pass. Then we’ll attack his army from the rear, and strafe it three times with levenbolts and fire. Brielle and I will work on killing Victor himself. The goal is to sew chaos and buy our own people as much time as possible to escape. Use your judgment but stay high enough to avoid arrows if you can. Once we’re done, we’re going to fly on to the Black Tower. We’ll deal with whatever surprises we find as we come to them, but the goal is to drop my companions and I off at a high balcony. You’ll then fly back to Iphraim and his people, where you’ll maintain a rear guard and make sure Victor doesn’t get in too close. Clear?”

A round of nods. 

“May the Source watch over you all,” I said. “Now and always.”

“Now and always,” everyone repeated. 

My companions donned their packs as the wardens lifted off the ground, floating over to us to scoop us up under our arms. I fought the urge to tap into Manipura myself; at my current level of inexperience, I’d be out of magic altogether by the time we hit the water supply. Instead, I drew Shard and kept my eyes narrowed until we had levitated right up out of the great ash cloud into the clear air. I thought I could see Victor’s host a mile away, hurrying along the track toward us, but turning my head I couldn’t make out Lilith’s forces. Good. We were right on time.

Mersal kept climbing till we entered the clouds, then put on speed and flew us level toward and past Victor’s group, the endless, nebulous gray making it hard to gauge distance and direction. Still, the young warden flew with confidence, and after an eternity that had been maybe fifteen or twenty minutes dipped down so that we skimmed along the cloud’s underbelly. 

We’d flown right past Victor’s crusade, and just below was his baggage train, about ten wagons laden with barrels and feed, each being pulled by a team of two horses or mules. 

Something was - damn. Victor had tied people down atop the large barrels, left them spread-eagled and helpless over each massive container. Why?

Of course. To foil just such an attack.

That cunning bastard.

A line of crossbowmen marched ten yards away on either side of the wagons, weapons loaded, glancing up and around as if expecting us to descend from the skies. At the sight of us, they let out a sharp cry and raised their crossbows, moving further away from the wagons.

“What do we do?” cried out Mersal over the cutting winds.

We couldn’t just destroy the barrels. We’d have to kill every crossbow wielder and then untie the prisoners. But Victor would know that’d be our response. This wasn’t the real trap. Was he trying to ground us? Why? Was there a second row of hidden crossbowmen beyond the first?

What was he thinking I’d assume? Mind spinning as Mersal began to descend, I raced to figure it out. What assumption would he use against me?

That the spread-eagled prisoners were innocent?

“Mersal, back up!” I screamed to be heard over the racing wind and gestured to the other wardens to do the same. Confused, they obeyed, and we rose once more, the crossbowmen crouching down and tracking us with their weapons.

“The prisoners!” I stared down, trying to make out details. “We’ve got to check if they’re tied down for real!”

“How?” yelled Mersal.

“I don’t know! Maybe try and spook one - hit close with a levenbolt, see if he gets up?”

Mersal nodded and we swooped down, wind plastering my hair back, and just before we got in crossbow range he threw a levenbolt down, striking the side of a wagon with a thunderous roar. Wood splintered, the horses, reared and the prisoner slid off the wagon, the loose bonds not keeping him in place. As we rose back up I saw that he’d been lying atop a crossbow of his own.

“Bastards! They’d have shot us in the face as soon as we landed!” I waved Shard to get the others’ attention and pointed at the barrels. “Attack!”

As one we flew down, the other prisoners atop their barrels scrambling free and frantically trying to load their crossbow bolts moments before we unleashed hell upon the wagons. Levenbolts and Brielle’s own fireballs enveloped them, one after another, shattering wheels, blasting open barrels so that huge amounts of water burst forth, spooking the horses -

But too late, I realized my mistake.

Victor hadn’t banked on our making one assumption, but two.

One of the prisoners didn’t scramble for a crossbow. Instead, they raised both hands toward us and unleashed an inferno of roaring flame.

Kashala.

The billowing crimson and orange eruption engulfed three of the wardens, turning them into black shadows within its fiery heart. We scattered like a bunch of fighter jets who’ve picked up an incoming missile on their radars, flying out wide in every direction. Imogen was screaming something at me but I couldn’t make her out.

Kashala threw back her hood, revealing her bronzed dreads, and as one of the wardens dipped toward her, she loosed a thread of flame as narrow as a rope which flew up from her palm, crossing an impossible distance to envelop and incinerate the young warden, who fell from the sky screaming.

I saw the others regrouping, circling, planning to come in from different angles, overwhelm her, but then realized with sudden clarity that we were doing it all wrong.

There was no need to kill Kashala. 

She was too far removed from Victor to influence the battle. 

We’d destroyed six of the water wagons. That was enough to cripple him. Why risk losing my companions or more wardens in killing her?

“Retreat!” I waved Shard in Victor’s direction. “Leave her!”

I felt Mersal’s shock. “But - she killed -”

“Doesn’t matter! She’ll kill more of us! Greater range, sixth circle! To Victor!”

Mersal struggled with his own desire for vengeance, then pulled away, the other wardens catching sight of our retreat with varying degrees of incredulity but following regardless.

Damn Victor!

I steeled myself against more waves of guilt and self-recrimination and instead stared ahead at where his host was hurtling toward our distant dust cloud. Had he realized already that our army had wheeled away?

No matter. 

The remaining span of his life could now be measured in minutes.

The remaining six wardens spread wide, the one carrying Brielle moving close to Mersal and me, and we descended from the skies. 

Only then did the next puzzle piece fall into place. If he’d expected our attack on his baggage train, then he’d expect us to then fly to attack him from the rear.

I opened my mouth to cry out a warning, but it was too late - a line of long bowmen stepped clear of the rearmost rank, drew on their six-foot-long bows, and loosed.

Something like fifty or sixty arrows hissed up toward us. I stared, frozen in horror, but Brielle let out a cry and swiped her blade through the air. A blast of fire rushed down to engulf the shafts, reducing most of them to cinders as they flew up through the heart of the fire.

A dozen or so still made it through, and I heard cries from my left or right, but it was too late to check the damage. Mersal dropped into a steep dive, going faster and faster as we plunged down toward the army’s rear, the crusaders wheeling about to gaze up at us and scream their defiance.

Scream, you bastards.

I swiped Shard just as they came in range and Mersal leveled out, sending a flare of golden light scything through their ranks below. Shrieks of agony rose up as I swiped back, shooting another arc of golden light, and then we were past the rear block and upon the center.

There. A mounted cadre of official-looking types. I had a second to take them in - Martha, wheeling about to glare up at me, Sarah in her plate armor. Falstaff was missing, as was Nethran, but a half dozen other official-looking types were mounted up and I screamed as I flung a flare of golden light into their midst, Brielle doing the same with her flames.

Horses shrilled in pain, men screamed, and the control group was engulfed in magic. I saw Martha’s arm and leg severed clean off, saw Sarah raise her tower shield to block the brunt of the attack, saw the other officers fall from their saddles, crash down with their slain mounts in an explosion of bedlam.

But no Victor. 

Then we were past, flying over the front regiment. I flung an arc of golden light after levenbolt down into their midst, carving furrows of gore amongst the packed men, and then we were out, before the army, rising up, Mersal straining to lift us both, higher and higher to turn and gaze down upon our handiwork.

The crusaders had stalled their advance, scores of men destroyed in our first pass, the wounded and dying lying in conspicuous furrows throughout the ranks. The other wardens joined us in the air, and feeling nothing but numb horror, I pointed Shard down at the army with whom I’d marched and fought and lived for what felt like months and roared, “Again!”

Two more times we flew over them, exactly as planned, tossing levenbolt after levenbolt, dodging arrows and flung spears, but nowhere did I see Victor. 

Had he fled? 

No. He was no coward.

Hidden amongst his men? But I’d have expected his presence to have been betrayed by those turning to him for strength, for guidance, and nowhere did I see such a reaction. 

Where was he? He’d known I’d strike. Had he ridden ahead? Stayed behind with the baggage train?

Chaos erupted after our third strike. Even fanatics could withstand only so much attrition before breaking ranks and scattering. Shouts and screams followed us up as we regrouped high above the army. The warden carrying Imogen had an arrow in his thigh, but otherwise, we’d come through unscathed. 

“One more time?” called out one of the wardens.

“No!” I raised my blade and pointed to the shadowy silhouette. “To the Black Tower!”

The wardens dipped in acknowledgment and we left Victor’s shattered army behind us, swooping low over the remaining half mile or so before the fading dust cloud to where Neveah, Emma, and their two wardens awaited. The rear of our own army was now easily a mile away; hopefully, we’d bought them enough time.

The remaining three wardens flew up to join us, Valeria, Neveah, and Emma in tow, and without a word Mersal took the lead, pushing quickly to skim just below the clouds toward the tower.

It’s hard to overstate how menacing it was. A great block of darkness with all the subtlety of a hammer to the face, it seemed more a crack in the sky than a construct, rising up out of an explosion of rocks and dirt at its base. Vast and ponderous, it defied the eye’s ability to apprehend in one go; I kept searching its great exterior for something to latch on, some single facet to focus my attention on and failed.

As we drew closer I kept reassessing how massive it was. Easily skyscraper big. Hundreds of stories tall, maybe - what? Half a mile wide? Its surface not a true black but more like lead, sliced with endless balconies and ridges that from a distance were almost invisible given its scale, but as I got closer became more apparent. 

A cold sweat broke out on my brow, chilled immediately by the winds. How the hell were we supposed to locate the portal within that immensity? How many untold foes must reside within it? 

What chance did we have?

A frisson of fear and nausea washed over me, and Mersal leaned his head down. “The bubble I told you of! Some kind of ward!”

“Oh!” I had nothing pithier to add. I thought it was just me getting sick. Gazing down, I searched for that elite horde that had been sighted making its way toward our camp.

Nothing. Had we missed it? Had it circled out wide? Angled toward our fleeing army? I looked back and forth but could only see the desolate ashen wasteland. 

Damn it!

A smudge at the base of the tower revealed itself to be a small town, a permanent war camp composed of endless rows of tents, wooden structures that might have been watchtowers or more elaborate abodes. Large enough for five hundred warriors easy, but devoid of life now. Not even a dog walked its empty alleys and corridors.

The wind howled about the tower, a moan so lonesome and terrible it sounded more like a dirge than anything else. I sensed Mersal’s hesitation; the tower was but a few hundred yards before us, rising up like an ebon cliff face. Surely to approach it was suicide?

“There!” I pointed with Shard at a balcony directly before us. “That’ll do!”

Mersal flew forward once more, fighting the brutal eddies and currents of wind, drawing ever closer, until at last we reached the tower itself. No cries of alarm, no laser bolts, nothing heralded our approach. Carefully, Mersal lowered me to the balcony. I extended my feet to land - but found the floor insubstantial. My boots went right through the leaden floor.

I let out a panicked shout as Mersal went to release me, only to feel him snatch me back up with a cry of his own. My legs had sunk to the knees through the balcony floor, and I kicked and struggled to find purchase on something - anything - to no avail.

Grunting, Mersal pulled me back up and shouted out a warning to the others. 

“What the fuck?” I stared at the tower. It looked as solid and real as any behemoth made of lead. “Try it again! This time fly me right at it!”

Mersal didn’t bother responding. Instead, we floated forward, drawing ever closer to the great wall - and then flew through it.

And right out into the air before a second tower, far smaller, and contained within the illusory black shell which ringed it like a shadow smoke-screen.

The white tower. Or what was left of it.

Perhaps once it had been white, but now it was reduced to an ashen gray. Its form was still ineffably elegant, and I could guess at its beauty from its up-sweeping sides that make it appear like a pewter flame, frozen mid-flicker. Where the illusory black tower had been hundreds upon hundreds of stories tall and as wide as a mountain, this hidden tower was much smaller, more delicate; it was maybe thirty floors in all, its top flat like a helicopter landing pad, twisting spires rising up around the open space to join above in a shattered crystal.

“The white tower,” I heard Mersal say to himself. “It’s still here.”

We all slowly flew down to the top, where the wardens deposited us and then landed themselves. It felt amazing to have solid ground beneath my feet once more, though the wind tugged and pulled at me with frightening strength.

There was nobody up here with us. The spires rose overhead to the great crystal that must have once been as large as an SUV. Now only jagged shards remained. The floor itself was scorched as if by ancient blasts of fire, and here and there I saw the faint outlines of bodies amidst the black markings.

“What the hell?” I said, turning in a slow circle, gazing out at the shadowy black tower that encased us on all sides. I could gaze through it, from within, see the clouds scudding by, the distant floor, but all of it at a remove, as if glimpsed through a dark mirror.

“An illusion,” said Imogen, adjusting her glasses. “Ghogiel never ceases to amaze. Even its central construct is a form of misdirection.”

“But why?” asked Emma, drawing close to me. “Why put up such an elaborate facade?”

“Like she said,” answered Valeria. “Misdirection. The sheer scope of the Black Tower must have kept a good number of Lilith’s enemies away. Intimidation alone is a powerful force.”

I shook my head, gripped by a desire to laugh and rage at the same time. “So fucking ridiculous. Is nothing in this sphere what it seems? Are the portals even going to be in here?”

“They should,” said Mersal. “They were, at any rate, when the White Tower fell.”

“Where were they?” I asked. 

“The great portal to Kether was through the crystal above,” said Mersal, pointing up. “Though what its shattering portends I don’t know. The other portals were in the chambers just below us.”

“Then we’d best get down there,” I said. “The quicker we’re out of this damn sphere the better. Mersal,” I turned to face him full on, “you and your wardens have been lifesavers. It’s been an honor to fight alongside you.”

Mersal placed his fist over his heart and bowed. “The honor has been all mine, savior. Thank you. For breaking us out of hiding. For pushing us back into this conflict. I’ll return to Iphraim and tell him what we’ve discovered here. Make sure everyone knows. The Source willing, it won’t be long till we return to recapture the White Tower.”

“The Source willing,” I said, then shook his hand firmly. “I hope to see you again.”

“You don’t want us to accompany you below?”

“No, let’s stick to the plan. Plus the odds of our sneaking past these Cyclops guys are much higher if it’s just the six of us instead of a whole bunch. Plus Iphraim needs you. You’ve done your part. The rest is up to us.”

“Very well,” he said. “Then until the next time we meet, Noah. Take care.”

“Thank you. All of you.”

The wardens bowed low, and then with weary expressions lifted back up into the air, flew back toward the distant hazy tower, and were gone.

“Well,” I said, turning to my companions, “looks like it’s just the six of us at last.”

“At last,” said Neveah, drawing her demon blade. I still couldn’t get over just how ridiculously long it was. She rested it over her shoulder. “Ready when you are.”

Valeria drew her black blade. It whispered forth. “As am I.”

Brielle held her own sword already, flames licking along its length. “Ready.”

Imogen flipped a braid back, tugged a glove on more tightly, then nodded. “Same.”

Emma gave me a little shrug, clearly wishing she could do something impressive, and instead rose to the balls of her feet and dropped back down. “I guess I am, too.”

“Imogen? Want to scout out what lies below?”

She nodded, knelt, and placed a hand on the sooty floor. Closed her eyes, then frowned. “Something’s blocking my geomancy. I can’t feel a thing.”

“That ward we passed through?” I asked.

“Perhaps.” She stood. “Or it could be the White Tower’s own magical nature. I can’t tell.”

“Great. Well, we’ll just have to do this the old-fashioned way.” I strode across the great expanse of smooth gray stone to where a rectangular hole revealed a staircase curving down into darkness. I took a deep breath. Took one last glance at the ashen world beyond the illusory tower. May this be the last time I see Ghogiel, I thought to myself and began making my way down.

Shard’s golden glow illuminated the steps before me. Intricate murals had been carved into the walls, but I didn’t linger to examine them. It was enough to catch glimpses of inlaid precious metals, faded stones, and hints of figures in battle or in prayer. Down the steps went, down and around, and then almost immediately opened up into the chamber below. 

Which took up the entire level of the tower, a great circular room with shattered windows along its walls, the wreckage of once beautiful furniture strewn about the floor, a defaced mural spanning the entire ceiling showing seven spheres linked by silver roads. Crystal shards were embedded across the floor in a tessellating pattern, all of them a dull, milky white.

But my gaze was focused on one individual who sat in the room’s center on a great throne, one leg kicked up over the arm.

The sight of his irreverent grin made my blood run cold. 

Victor. 

 


Chapter 47

 


 

“Victor,” I said, stepping forward so that the others could file in behind me, unshouldering my pack as I did so.

“Surprise,” he said, spreading his hands. “Hello, Noah. Well done. I honestly didn’t think you had it in you to get this far.”

“What the fuck are you doing here?” It seemed ridiculous to keep Shard raised, but I did so anyway. As my companions spread out on either side of me, I felt my initial shock give way to greater confidence. Perhaps Victor had taken on Neveah and fought her to a standstill, but against all of us?

“Waiting, mostly. Hoping you’d show up. I see you didn’t fall for my little surprise with the water barrels. Unless you didn’t think of hitting them?”

“No, we hit them all right. Destroyed most of them too until Kashala showed herself. Your crusade’s screwed. We raked them over with enough levenbolts that they’ll not be getting their shit together for some time.”

“Pah,” he said, brushing away my words with a flick of his hand. “You think I care? I brought them here to die, one way or the other. Dehydration’s as good an end as any other.”

Emma had remained just behind me, I realized. Brielle and Imogen on my left. Neveah and Valeria on my right. All with weapons brandished, Imogen with her hand raised. Neveah’s demon blade held at shoulder height, tip aimed at Victor’s chest.

And he honestly didn’t give a damn. 

Get it together, Noah! This was Victor we were dealing with. King of tricks and traps, ruses and stratagems. If he wasn’t worried it was because he’d set something up. A deadfall? Some kind of magical ward? A host of enemies waiting to charge in - ?

“Relax, Noah.” Victor actually sounded amused. “Seriously, you’re looking spooked. No more tricks, not right here at the end. Just you and me and your five ladies.”

“Right,” I said. “Like you’d actually point out any ambushes you might have waiting for me.”

He waggled his head from side to side. “Fair enough. But honestly - and I mean that unironically - there’s nothing hidden here. I’ve rather been looking forward to finally putting all my cards on the table. To this little fight, even. See what you guys can throw at me.”

“Suicidal?” asked Brielle.

“Well, no. But the death of this body doesn’t really worry me, actually.” He gazed down at his hands. “Though it’s been a good host, all things considered. No, regardless of the outcome here, I’ll be ditching it when we’re done to be reborn somewhere else. Then it’s back to work. Round… six?”

I paused. I knew I was playing into his game, conversing with him like this, that we should just attack, kill him before whatever ambush could be triggered - but I couldn’t help myself. “What the fuck are you talking about? Round six? That’s not your body?”

“Shit,” said Imogen, voice flat.

“Ah, I see the girl with the glasses gets it. Funny, isn’t it, how glasses are understood to indicate intelligence when really all they mean is poor eyesight?”

“Who are you?” I suddenly felt like I was walking on cracked ice. “You’re not Victor?” Was he an illusion, a piece of Hexenmagic, or…?

“Oh, Noah.” He was looking at me fondly. “No, I’m Victor right enough. I’ve been ‘Victor’ long enough that I feel like him, too. At times I’ve even forgotten that I was so much more. And - again, I don’t expect you to believe me – but I’ve really enjoyed our time together. You’re a good guy. A little reserved, but you’ve flourished over these past few weeks. Grown in confidence, spread your wings. It’s been inspiring.”

“Can we kill him now?” asked Neveah.

“Wait,” I said, raising a hand. My heart was pounding. I had to understand. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“He’s wearing Victor’s body,” said Imogen. “Whomever he really is. If we kill him, he’ll move on to his next host.”

“Full points for Imogen,” he said, clearly enjoying himself, bouncing the foot kicked over the throne’s arm. “C’mon Noah. Here, I’ll help. Remember that story of my getting all inspired to fight Lilith in my father’s field?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. 

“Well, I left out a few key details. I did have a revelation in that field. Well, Victor did. That’s when I took over his body. And suddenly he was filled with revolutionary zeal, went from your average cowpoke to a charismatic leader that could change the world.”

I stared at him in horror.

Victor glanced at his nails. “Yeah, I know. A little underhanded of me. But go on. Ask me why. You want to know, don’t you?”

Imogen kept her palm facing him. “Stop talking and lie down on the floor.”

Even I felt the power quivering within her words. Psyche-Imperium.

“That’s an odd request,” said Victor, canting his head to one side. “And a rude interruption, besides.”

In response, Imogen let out a sharp cry and unleashed a levenbolt as thick as my wrist. It snapped across the intervening space only to dance around a golden ward, leaping and sizzling in impotent fury.

“Tsch tsch,” said Victor, wagging his finger at her. “Interrupt me one more time and I’ll make you regret it.”

Neveah had begun to edge out wide, moving with slow, graceful steps, the blade never wavering, eyes locked on our foe.

“Go on,” he said, looking back to me. “Ask me why. As soon as you do, so much will fall into place. I’ve been waiting for this moment ever since I allowed you to come up with that foolish little plan to send our scouts into Illington.”

My mind was racing. Recasting every conversation I’d had with Victor in this new light. Struggling to keep fury and madness at bay. “There’ve been previous crusades. Different people told me that. You led them?”

“Yes. Each time was like casting a net. I never knew what I’d catch, who I’d draw out of the woodwork. Imagine my delight when I managed to entice Blindness out of hiding! That alone would have made this my second most successful venture, but when you appeared, ah Noah. This one has been my best yet.”

“You… you run these crusades to draw out the remaining resistance.” My brain felt turgid. Numb. I knew I had to be thinking quicker, reacting, but the betrayal cut so deep.

Valeria was licking her lower lip. “Noah?”

“Wait,” I said. I had to know. Had to understand. How this person with his easy smile and shining eyes - who even now was exerting some dreadful kind of influence on me, engaging my emotions and provoking me beyond my control - how he had fooled me for so long.

“Now!” shouted Neveah and sprung forward. Brielle unleashed a gout of flame from her blade even as Imogen hurled another levenbolt at Victor’s shield.

Which flared like a sun going nova and then burst. I wanted to call out to them to stop, to not kill him yet - but then heard the ring of steel. Rubbing away the searing afterimage, I saw that Victor had leaped from his throne to parry Neveah’s slash, his ward having deflected Brielle and Imogen’s attacks before they could reach him.

Valeria screamed and charged forward. Imogen began moving out wide, and this time she hurled a dozen slender beams of electricity at Victor. Neveah’s blade swept around and back, but Victor darted in close, within her killing field, and slammed his brow into her nose.

His ward burst back into life, deflecting Imogen’s attacks, and then he extended his hand toward her and clenched it into a fist. 

I don’t know what he did, but she screamed, a shrill, animal sound of pain, and crumpled to the ground.

I snapped out of my trance and ran at him, just as Brielle engaged. Their swordplay was furious, skilled beyond anything I could follow, so I circled and threw an arc of gold light at his legs just as he knocked her sword aside for a killing thrust.

With a laugh Victor leaped up, the flash of gold racing under him, forcing Brielle to desperately parry it. She did so, but the burst of power knocked her sprawling.

Then Valeria was upon him, attacking with just as much skill but even greater strength. I closed in to flank him, and for a handful of breaths, Victor parried us both, retreating before the onslaught.

“Neveah!” His yell was one of merriment. “Know why you want to kill me so? It was I in another body that helped ruin Ilandro - and you helped me!”

Ilandro. Neveah’s first Savior. 

I heard her scream and the light pad of her feet as she sprinted at us - only for Victor to laugh again, sway aside from my thrust then roll down the length of my arm as slippery as an eel to step behind me.

So fast - how did he move so fast?

Gasping, I went to turn only for him to kick my feet out from under me and throw me into Neveah’s path.

She somersaulted over me, and I heard a cry, the ring of steel once more, then a thud as she crashed to the ground and lay still.

I could barely breathe. Furious, I pushed myself up to my knees and hurled a levenbolt at Victor, but he ignored it, attacking Valeria now with terrible intensity, driving her back, slamming his blade into hers like a hammer into an anvil. She’d gone pale, was holding her sword with both hands, parrying and deflecting as best she could, but Victor seemed to loom over her, rising up to hammer again and again.

I didn’t dare hurl another of Shard’s arcs of light - the thought of hitting Valeria was too terrible to consider. So instead I rose and charged back in - but too late.

A chop of his blade and he sent Valeria’s wide, then he stepped inside her guard to slam his elbow into her temple.

She cried out, staggered back, only for him to catch her by the back of her head and jerk it down into his rising knee.

A crunch and she collapsed.

Only then, at the very last second did he turn, and parry my blade with ease. His eyes shone feverishly as he avoided my blows, sidestepping and giving ground until with a sinuous flick he caught Shard on the downstroke and sent it flying from my hands to ring and slide across the floor.

“Now that…” he said, breathing quickly and smiling once more, raising the tip of his sword to my throat. “Was a good fight.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Mmmhmm,” he said, then tilted my chin up with his blade only to boot me in the chest with such power that I was knocked clean off my feet to crash onto the ground.

I lay there heaving for breath, my lungs locked up, unable to gasp. Only a terrified wheeze came from my throat as I rolled onto my side and watched him climb back onto his throne. Get comfortable, and loop a leg back over the arm.

“A good fight, but not as challenging as I’d hoped,” he said, tapping the flat of his blade against his knee. “Neveah is deadly, assuredly, but far too easy to throw off her game. Running at me like a bull? Stupid. Imogen is very impressive, but ah! Her bond with Harmiel leaves her open to all manner of manipulations. Easy for one with the right knowledge to turn it against her.”

I tried to push myself upright. Motes of black were dancing in my vision. 

“Relax,” said Victor, a note of concern entering his voice. “C’mon Noah. Easy there. Just breathe. Go on. Slow breath.”

My lungs unlocked, and I inhaled noisily, sucking in air greedily until I could gasp out a single word: “Bastard.”

“Yes, yes. I understand how you might be pissed. But -”

Victor screamed. An arm had appeared from behind the throne and plunged a dagger into his side. He grabbed the wrist and hauled Emma out into view. 

I fought to rise, head pounding, still gasping for air. Victor raised his blade, face dark with fury, but then glanced at me and relaxed. Instead, he whispered a word of power, and Emma ceased her struggles, eyes rolling up in her head to wilt to the ground.

“Damn it,” he muttered, gazing down at the dagger buried in his side. “How’d I overlook her?” He drew the blade forth with a hiss, then pulled off his shirt and balled it up tight against the wound, sinking back down into his throne.

I stared. His upper body was dark with tattoos. But where Imogen’s were formless and lurid like a two-day bruise, his were masterfully inked, depicting all manner of monsters and people, all of them in motion, expanding and sinking into each other, mutating from one form to the next, an endless miasma of eyes and limbs, mouths and bodies that transfixed the eye.

“Noah. Focus. Your little friend here has dramatically shortened the amount of time we have together. I’m going to have to condense my sales pitch.”

“Sales pitch?” I laughed weakly. “You’re kidding.”

His eyes gleamed. “Oh no. Wait till you hear it. I’ve been preparing you all this time for just this moment. You think I’d have wasted all my words on you if I didn’t have an ulterior goal?”

“No,” I said. “Whatever it is, no.”

“Wait for it. You’re not the man I met before Illington. Oh no. I’ve groomed you. Exposed you to different stimuli, nurtured you through a variety of experiences. You’ve changed. I think you’ll find my offer agreeable. I think on some very, very deep level, you’ll even be excited.”

“No,” I said again.

“Admit that you respect me,” he said. “Let’s start there. With respect. I respect you. Do you feel the same?”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Consider how masterfully I’ve played you all this time. Forcing you to execute that prisoner when I knew you weren’t ready. Placing the responsibility of deciding how to handle our water and the fate of those Lilith families on your shoulders when you weren’t qualified to make that call. Egging you on to fuck Sarah. Forcing you to condone torturing those bandits after Hidden Hope - and in the name of children I’d already decided to kill! I was quite proud of that one. And on and on it goes. Every step of the way, nudging you, cajoling you. Not that it’s been easy. With your help, I’ve turned my crusading army of heroes into a bunch of rabid degenerates – degenerates that you just killed with equanimity. Masterful, wasn’t it? So, go on. You’ve got to admit you respect my ability to manipulate you and everyone else.”

“Fine,” I said, climbing to my feet. “Despite everything, I respect you. But I -”

“Now, ask yourself why someone like me - resourceful, smart, who enjoys a good cup of whiskey and has plenty of power all of my own – why would I bend the knee to something like Lilith? Why would I seek to destroy the universe? What’s my percentage here?”

That gave me pause. Blood was soaking into his shirt, but he ignored the wound altogether. 

“Because you’re a twisted fuck?”

“Because there’s a long-term plan in play here, Noah. Lilith destroys the universe - and then it gets reborn. Reshaped. And if you play your cards right, you can help in the reshaping. Do a better job than the last time. Make it so that the vast majority of the unfairness and general shittiness of this universe are reduced. I’m sure we won’t do a perfect job of it, but we’ll definitely do a better one. I’m talking something akin to immortality here, Noah. Taking on the roles of the gods. Think of all the filth and horror that’s out there - even before Lilith came along. Now think what a couple of smart, driven, resourceful people like you and I could do if given the chance to do it all over.”

“Bullshit.”

“I swear I’m telling you the truth. We hasten the end of this universe, wait for the next to be reborn, and then get to work. I mean, between you and me? Screw Lilith. She’s the engine powering this machine, but you and I, we can carve out our chunk of the new universe and steer it right. C’mon, man! Think big here! Is this universe really worth saving? With all its poverty, famine, injustice, and horror? No! We can do it better. You and me. Partners.”

I stared at him. “You’re mad. You honestly think you’ll become a god?”

“I’m practically immortal already. I’ve got more power than I know what to do with. I’ve been admitted into Lilith’s Inner Camarilla. I’ve earned her favor. I’m her prime representative here in Ghogiel - oh yes, I even outranked her daughter, that Betheliim that Blindness got rid of for me. So why not?”

“No,” I said. “I will not be your insane buddy cop partner and help you destroy the universe.”

“Yeah, I figured as much. There’s too much nonsense up in your head to let you agree that easily. You still see yourself as the ‘good’ guy. So let me help you. If you agree, I won’t inflict your five companions with a Hexenmagic parasite that will drive them insane, locking them inside their own minds with an infinity of nightmares tailored to their specific weaknesses. Oh yes, Hexenmagic’s pretty good at that stuff, especially at the level I’m operating at.”

I felt numb. How could I defeat him? Wait for him to bleed out? Keep humoring him so that he talked on and on till he just keeled over? No. Victor was too smart for that. Then what?

“I can even take you inside their minds with a twisted version of Oneiromancy so that you can watch them be tortured for a few years. It’ll only take minutes in our time, but for them? We could do decades if you want. And I mean the really nasty stuff. I can make it so that they even think you’re the one doing it to them. Right? You don’t want to see that. Could you let that happen to them? No. C’mon. Be a hero and sacrifice yourself for their greater good. Come with me to see Lilith. Who knows, you might be able to escape on the way there. Maybe a rescue mission will save you just in time! You’d just be buying time. You don’t even have to mean it. Just go along with me to avoid them getting tortured for eternity.”

Helpless frustration suffused me. What could I do? Imogen lay still, her lips murmuring silent words, glasses askew, brow furrowed in pain. Brielle was knocked out, Valeria curled up around her busted nose. Neveah was out. Emma was unconscious.

It was just me and Victor. 

He glanced down at his side and winced. “That’s fucking inconvenient. It’s always the ones you underestimate, isn’t it? I could catch Neveah creeping up on me ‘cause I had an eye out for her, but - what was her name? Emilia?” He scowled. “I’m getting sloppy in my old age.”

I couldn’t attack him. I couldn’t let him torture my companions to the point of insanity. I couldn’t agree to go to Lilith. I was cornered.

“C’mon, Noah. Just agree on a provisionary basis. Cross your fingers if you have to behind your back. Or I’ll start with Emilia here. For some reason, I think that would mess with you more than the others. What kind of animal sounds do you think I’ll get out of her? People make the weirdest noises when their minds go. I knew a woman who started barking like a seal. Over and over and over, even after I’d stopped. So weird. But then again, after what she’d been through…”

I pressed the base of my palms to my temples. “For the love of god, shut up. Can you do that for me, Victor? Just for one second?”

He mimed zipping his lips closed and leaned back in his throne.

“Just give me a moment. Let me think about it, yeah?” And then I sat down, laid Shard across my lap, and closed my eyes. Took a deep, deep breath, felt my aching ribs stretch out, and exhaled slowly through my nose.

My thoughts were like a storm of leaves being blown about in a dust devil. Whirling, panicked, replaying flashes of the violence done to my companions just moments ago. I just focused on my breathing. Allowed the thoughts to swirl on through, not holding to any of them, and just… breathed. In. Out. My pulse racing. Sick to my stomach. Feeling wretched and trapped and on the verge of a panic attack.

I fought for stillness, the space within the dust devil, the eye of the storm. Struggled through, holding onto my awareness of my breath, till at last - after what felt like forever - those twin bronze eyes reared up in the darkness behind my eyelids to gaze at me with pitiless intensity. 

I gazed up into those huge owl eyes, defiant, alone, furious and lost. Sought some sign of understanding within their depths. Some compassion. Some element of caring for my plight.

Nothing.

I might as well have sought comfort in the eyes of an ancient statue. 

Yet somehow that very stare burned away the feverish panic that was causing me to shake. I stilled in their glare. My fear didn’t quite so much go away as just go quiet. The world itself receded, and when I finally looked away I felt myself sinking of my own accord into my reservoir, down alongside the golden thread, past the ever-burning Manipura to where Muladhara awaited me.

Massive, fleshy-leafed, closed. Dormant. 

My magic was tinted yellow and rose great swirls like some freaky candy cane throughout my reservoir, and more on instinct than on purpose I reached out to Muladhara and dove into its depths. Sent forth my consciousness to meld with the great flower so that its petals opened to me, revealing its ruby heart, and began to cleanse.

Security, safety, a primordial sense of being home filled me. My fears and panic fell away, and I was left alone. Noah Kilmartin. Faced with a decision that I could finally face full-on without terror.

To go with Victor, or watch the women I loved be tortured for decades?

In the clarity of that meditative trance I saw how rushed and off-balance I had been. I hadn’t even embraced the Body Absolute while fighting Victor, falling back instead on old habits, wielding Shard as if it were a normal blade and I but a normal fighter. I’d not strengthened my arm, sped my body, increased my resilience. Not used flight to gain an edge. 

Nothing.

Only Muladhara’s perfect presence kept my chagrin at bay. I noticed my failure and set it aside. Victor’s presence and betrayal had truly knocked me off kilter. 

What else had I missed? 

I reviewed his words. His boasts. Saw again how he’d prompted me to execute that young woman back in Illington, giving me only the bare minimum of time and advice with which to prepare. All the different ways he’d pushed and prodded me. What I’d taken as his having confidence in my being the Savior could also now be seen as his forcing me to make decisions and take responsibility for situations that I was ill equipped to make. Or perhaps, they were. Perhaps as the Savior I should have made those, regardless of whether I was ready or not.

Their end result being myself, here, alone against his evil. I’d passed through various temptations. Overcome corruption. And somehow found my way back to the true path of the Source. I’d even gained in strength, opening Manipura to my -

A memory. 

A flicker. 

Of seeing myself from the outside. An omnipresent awareness. A sense of corridors and planes, rooms and chambers. My consciousness expanding to take in the entirety of an alien structure. Warping my mind and being to near breaking. 

Gazing into my own soul and seeing my seven sanskaras. Choosing to cleanse away Lilith’s taint, to flood open Manipura, being on the verge of unlocking the other five sanskaras all at once. 

Even in Muladhara’s embrace, my heart began to pound. Would I have been able to handle that much power? Would I have died? I’d no idea.

But something else came to me. 

That vision of the crystal web. The leylines connecting the crystal I’d become to every other crystal throughout Ghogiel. 

Right back to the White Tower. To the nexus through which power flowed in from Kether. 

The power which suffused the White Tower and from there was sent across the far reaches of the sphere.

The power which even now, corrupted as it was, filled the walls and floors and ceiling.

My eyes snapped open.

“Made a decision?” asked Victor.

“Yes,” I said. I rolled one shoulder and took hold of my boot. “Mind if I get a little more comfortable first?”

“More… comfortable?” He raised an eyebrow. “What the fuck?”

I pulled off my boot, then the other. Tossed them both aside and climbed to my feet with a sigh. “There. That’s better. How’s your side?”

He peered dubiously down at his red shirt. “Not good. But all right. Your girl got me good. Now, you ready to come with me?”

My fear was gone. My panic. I felt almost calm, though in a weirdly detached way. I could sense my heart racing a thousand beats a minute, but all I could do was smile and walk toward Victor, who slowly sat up in his throne, eyes narrowing.

“What are you doing, Noah?”

“See, you’re right,” I said. “I do respect you. You worked every angle you knew. But there were a few you didn’t know about. Couldn’t know about. Because as powerful as you might be, asshole, you’re no Savior.”

I placed my bare foot on an exposed diamond of crystal, and felt that devouring hunger, that vast and voracious need to pull me free of my body, to inhale me into the gleaming latticework that held the White Tower erect; that endless, glorious waterfall of incredible might and magic that flowed endlessly from Kether through the corrupted nexus into Ghogiel, across the wastelands and plains and hills and mountains to every crystal, buried and fallen and broken and split. 

That flowed into me. 

I was ready. With great effort, I wrested myself free of that endless roaring deluge, pulled back into my body, and opened my eyes. I could faintly see the shimmering patterns of power flowing through everything. The walls, the patterned floor, the mural across the ceiling. Could feel that power thrumming through me, plucking at my soul endlessly as if I were one long violin string drawn across the breadth of eternity.

“You’re no Savior,” I said again, voice husky with power. “And never will be. But I am.”

Victor’s eyes had gone wide and he rose slowly to his feet, bloody shirt falling away. He brought his blade up and stepped down to stand before me, lowering himself into a combat crouch, his left hand raised and about which a complex pattern of gray and purple geometries began to play.

“My my,” he said. “Now this is interesting. And here I was thinking I wasn’t going to get a good fight.”

I drew back into my own fighting stance, Shard extended behind me in the rear guard, both hands on its hilt. It was effortless to open a channel to the blade, to allow but a fraction of my power to flow into its length so that it blazed forth like a sliver drawn from the heart of the sun, banishing all shadows and causing Victor to narrow his eyes against the glare.

From there I manipulated the Ebon Sun, drawing it wide and setting its flames to spinning, pouring a torrent of power directly into its heart so that my soul burned with its might, my muscles growing as hard as steel, my strength such that I feared I might bend Shard’s hilt. I inhaled and lifted an inch off the floor with perfect control.

“If it’s a good fight you want,” I said, “I’m happy to oblige.”

Victor’s smile turned pensive a moment before he hurled his Hexen geometries at my face. With my foot still pressed to the crystal shard, I saw his Hexenmagic spell unfold as it flew toward me, erupting into fractal lengths that would consume me by sucking me into their revolving depths. 

I surged forward, bringing Shard up to unleash a blast of magic right at their heart a moment before they struck, unloading a blast of golden magic that cut them asunder and then my blade met Victor’s as he leaped to join me, the crash of their collision sending out a spray of gold and purple flames. 

Victor was as supple as an eel, twisting aside and launching a blistering array of counterattacks, coming at me from all sides - but I was able to see them coming. Able to keep up, catching each blow with Shard just before it could hit, and then sending forth a pulse of golden power right at him as I flew up and around to appear behind him as he skidded back on his heels. But he dropped into a crouch even as he slid, turning to swipe through my knees, only to hit my block which stopped him cold.

I kicked him in the chin with everything I had, the kind of kick that would send a football flying through the posts from the far side of a football field. His head snapped back and he rose up off the ground, momentum still carrying him toward me, head going in the opposite direction, so that he crashed down onto his shoulders - or would have if he hadn’t caught himself on his palms and sprang back in a flip to land on the balls of his feet five yards away.

A trickle of blood ran down from the corner of his lips. He wiped it away and smirked. “Not bad.”

“Try this on for size,” I said and dumped a truckload of power into a levenbolt. It fairly tore right out of me, as thick as a tree and eclipsing the world in its catastrophic white flare, bursting across the room with a thousand offshoots writhing through the air, so much power that it threw me back. I yelled as I cut off the blast, falling to my knees, and when my vision returned I saw Victor blinking in a crouch, hands upraised, seven or eight successive wards shattered and fading away, the very last one so cracked and fractured it looked like a windscreen after a hooligan had taken a hammer to it.

“Fuck me,” he muttered and snapped his fingers. 

The room went completely dark. 

I pulsed power into Shard and flew up, expecting an attack. Something rushed past under me, and Shard’s glow blossomed, flaring back into its original brightness, pushing back the dark so that I saw Victor running at me, blade limned in a cold and searing green flame. 

Somehow, on some level I didn’t understand, I sensed his connection to the darkness. His bond to the magic. I reached out with Shard - or the concept of Shard, the soul-Shard within me - and severed that bond.

The darkness lifted. Victor’s eyes widened in surprise, but then he was upon me, rising up to meet me in flight, spearing toward me so that I was forced to dart away, slapping his blade aside, but he merely swerved to follow me.

The bastard could fly!

We dueled across the air, my body working on reflex, moving Shard where it needed to be without my understanding why, each resultant clang proving my instinct’s worth. My magic was rapidly diminishing, so I wheeled about, retreated, and lowered to press my foot on a crystal shard.

Magic flowed back into me like a raging river, and I unleashed one, two, three levenbolts at Victor, each as wide as a manhole. Victor yelled in anger as he was blasted back, a dozen shields quickly failing him in rapid succession, exploding apart until the last levenbolt hit him square in the chest and flung him against the far wall.

I drew more magic into me, raised my palm and Shard both, and turned myself into a conduit. Poured forth an unending levenbolt at where he lay crumpled, Shard unleashing an endless river of golden light so that the far wall cracked under the assault, and then entire chunks of stone blew out into the void, my attack opening a hole large enough to drive a Mack truck through.

With a cry I cut off my assault, gasping for breath, and saw that Victor was gone. Disintegrated? Blown out into the sky?

“Right here, asshole,” he said from behind me, causing me to wheel around and take a punch across the jaw. It spun me around, knocked me off the crystal and down to my knees. Holy fuck. Without the Body Absolute, he’d have snapped my neck right there and then.

“It’s called a Double Image,” he said, tone conversational despite the livid burns across his face and upper chest. I’d hit him good with the levenbolt. “You displace yourself, leaving an image in your wake. Great distraction.”

I swept Shard up to cleave off his leg, but he saw it coming, parried even as he dumped some kind of spell upon me. A crown of spinning purple and green shapes, a crazed medley of hexagons and diamonds and more complex outlines that began to spin around my brow like some insane crown, and then the world grew shadowed and strange, fey and nauseating. 

“There we go,” he said, but his voice came from a distance. “That should calm you the fuck down.”

I stepped back and swiped Shard through the revolving crown. Nothing. Inhaled deeply and tried to simply thrust it away with a blast of my will - but to no avail. Frustrated, I glanced around, searching for the closest crystal diamond inlaid within the floor - but couldn’t see any.

“Don’t freak out,” I heard Victor say, only to realize I could no longer see him. Nor any of my companions. “It’s just a Veil. I’m choosing what you get to see and hear. No permanent damage. Just drop Shard and we can go back to talking.”

“You mean you can go back to gloating and monologuing,” I said. “Did I ever tell you how I saved Sarah back in Illington, that one time you sent us to clear out that abandoned building?”

“Not in any detail,” said Victor. “No.”

“Check it.” I raised my blade and palm and swung myself around, spinning with impossible speed, lifting off the ground altogether so that I became a vortex, unleashing a continuous levenbolt and blast from Shard as I went, so that they both streamed across the room, gauging deep furrows in the walls and sending massive splinters and chunks of stone flying.

“Whoa, fuck!” I couldn’t pinpoint where that cry had come from. I’d bought myself perhaps a score of seconds. I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply, and probed at the smell Victor had dropped on my brow. I immediately saw it within my mind’s eye; an infinitely complex and many-layered series of geometries that spun around the uppermost part of my golden thread, distorting it and pulling it from side to side. 

How to get rid of it? 

My reservoir was filled with shining white light. Pure, unadulterated magic. I drew deeply from its depths and then channeled a blast through Shard, which appeared in my spirit-hand just as I thought of it. The golden flare severed the geometries in half, and as they faded from view, I opened my eyes only to take a hammer blow to the forehead.

Stars exploded across my vision as the floor disappeared from out beneath me only to slam back up against my back. The pain was intense, and I saw Victor loom over me, having pounded me in the head with the pommel of his blade. Which he then reversed and stabbed straight into my right shoulder, all the way through to sink into the stone floor below.

I screamed, my hand spasming so that Shard clattered free, and felt numbness spread out across my chest like spilled ice water. 

“There,” said Victor. “By Lilith’s absolutely peerless tits you’re a pain to pin down. I actually thought you had me there for a second. Fuck!” He staggered back and bent over, placing both hands on his knees. Most of his hair had been charred away, his skin cracked and bleeding, blackened and burnt from who knew how many levenbolts. The tattoos across his chest and shoulders still writhed, but their progress was impeded now by the burns.

I reached for my levenbolt but it was liking groping in the dark. My magic was gone. 

“Yeah,” said Victor, still panting for breath. “The same trick you used on Salathis. I’ve got a special sword, too. Not quite as fancy as yours, but fancy enough. A gift from Lilith. You’re done, Noah. You fought well, but it’s over.” Victor straightened up. “Enough already. This body is right on the verge of failure. I’m going to haul your ass through the portal willing or not. We can work on consent later. Time to -”

A crossbow bolt burst out of the center of his chest. 

Victor blinked and stared down at it, then turned to stare at where a bloodied figure had crawled into view at the head of the stairwell from below. Half her blond hair was burned away, the rest so filled with ash it looked gray, her cracked lips pursed into a thin line as if against a tide of agony, and a black snake was wrapped around and around her left arm, its head buried into the flesh of her shoulder.

Still, I’d know her anywhere. Recognize those blazing blue eyes. 

Lizbeth.

“Fuck you, Victor,” she rasped.

Victor staggered, snarled, and then made a curt, chopping motion with his hand. Lizbeth screamed.

There was no time. I grabbed his blade by the cross guard and with a bark of fury thrust it up and away from me.

I didn’t yank it clear but felt it rise just enough from the ground that I was able to jerk myself up to sitting, my bark turning into a scream of fury and pain. My right arm was still dead, but my left was up to the job: I tore Victor’s blade free just as he turned back, eyes going wide, and as the Body Absolute kicked in hurled it crosswise at him, a backhand fling so that it spun through the air and slammed into his neck.

There was a meaty thweck sound and Victor dropped, hands rising to his own blade. He hit the ground hard on his side, blood spurting from the wound, and tore the sword free. 

But it was too late. He clasped both hands to his neck and turned his head to blink at me, expression turning dazed. 

I couldn’t move a muscle. Just sat there, staring right back.

“Damn,” he whispered. “Good throw.”

I knew I should say something. Anything. But my mind was a complete blank.

“Good on you, Noah.” His voice was little more than a rasp. A crimson puddle was flooding out in all directions from him. “You’re…” He paused to make several strange clicking sounds in the back of his throat. Blinked rapidly. “A good guy,” he continued, voice barely audible. “Good… friend… see you… soon…”

His gaze dimmed and then his head rolled back, hands falling away.

I knew I had to do it. Though my whole being protested, I raised my hand and channeled the last of my magic into a final levenbolt, aiming squarely for his head. The blast slammed into his temple and sent him rolling over, so that he stopped facedown, smoke rising from the remnants of his thinning hair.

“Fuck,” I said, voice a half-sob. Arm hanging dead by my side, I crawled forward and pressed my left palm to a shard of inlaid crystal. Drank deep of the magic that welled effortlessly forth, and poured it all into the Body Absolute. Strengthened the fabric of my being, compensating for my wound if not actually healing it, burying my pain under a deluge of strength, and heaved myself to my feet.

Lizbeth lay on the uppermost steps, head twisted at an unnatural angle. The snake was slithering away from her, having withdrawn its bloody head. I blasted it with lightning, sending its immediately charred body flying out of sight. Whatever the fuck it was.

“Lizbeth,” I whispered. I wanted to tend to my companions, but I had to see to her first. I staggered over and dropped to my knees. Her eyes were glazed in death. Her face ravaged by her journey through the wasteland, her lips chapped and bloody, her eyes red and inflamed, her cheekbones painfully prominent. How had she made it this far? What iron will had seen her through the perils of the wasteland? Past the enemy host, through the Black Tower’s illusions…

“Thank you,” I whispered, feeling awed by her heroism, humbled by her sacrifice. “Please forgive me. Thank you.”

I heard Emma groan, saw Imogen sit up, hand to her temple. 

Tears filled my eyes. I sat back on my heels and swallowed down a knot in my throat. “Thank you,” I whispered again and then turned away.

 


Chapter 48

 


 

It took us a few minutes to gather ourselves. Valeria remained woozy, choosing to sit against the wall for a while longer, head tilted back, while Neveah visibly fought back to a state of wakefulness, only to rise and hack at Victor with her blade - once twice three times - venting her fury with a cry before stalking off to the far side of the room.

“What happened?” asked Emma, still blinking away the remnants of Victor’s spell. “I remember stabbing him with my knife, and then… nothing.”

“You stabbed him with a knife?” asked Brielle, crossing her arms and raising an eyebrow.

“She did,” I said. “It was awesome. But… I tapped into the White Tower’s crystal web and drew power from it. Fought Victor but he still managed to pin me. Lizbeth hit him with a crossbow bolt and I was able to get free and kill him with his own sword. It was really, really close.”

“Impressive,” said Imogen. “But I would advise you to not tap the web any further. You’re bleeding from your ears and nose.”

“I am?” I touched my fingers to my left ear and it came away sticky with blood. “Fair enough, yeah.”

Brielle was staring soberly at Victor’s corpse. “To think I liked and respected him.”

“That’s Lilith for you,” said Imogen. “Working through means both fair and foul.” She then turned to me. “I’m sorry, Noah. I know you thought of him as a friend.”

“Looking back, I don’t know why I did. The things he made me do. Encouraged me to take responsibility for. He was like a friend who smiled as they pushed you over the edge of a cliff. And I kept wanting to give him a second chance. To see the best in him.”

Emma reached out and gave me a hug. “I know this is going to sound weird, but ever since Michael died, you’ve not made any guy friends. Don’t get mad, but maybe on some level you were…” She trailed off, clearly uncertain as to how to proceed.

“Replacing Michael?” I asked, my whole body stiffening up. “No.”

“You sure?” She looked up at me. “You never grieved for him. Never really said your goodbyes. Maybe there was something going on there with Victor. Maybe it felt like he was replacing something you’d lost.”

“Maybe,” I said, feeling intensely uncomfortable. I didn’t want to think about Michael. Didn’t want to talk about Victor. I wanted to brush it all under the carpet and move on. My stupidity, my naivety, my blind desire to – what? Believe in Victor, just like every other man, woman, and child he’d duped? “Shouldn’t we be looking for some portals right now though?”

“They should have been above,” said Imogen. “Or in this room. Not any further down the tower.”

“Is that bad?” asked Emma, releasing me and taking a step back. “That they’re not here? Can we summon them?”

“Maybe Noah can,” said Imogen, considering me. “You did bond with the crystal web, after all.”

“You just told me not to do that again,” I said.

“True. Unless we need you to reactivate the portals.”

“What about - do you think I could cleanse the web, or remove Lilith’s curse from the nexus?” I asked, suddenly excited. “Maybe from here, I can reverse what she did to Chokmah?”

“No,” said Imogen, voice flat and without any hesitation. “You are absolutely not going to tangle with power on that level. It’s infinitely more likely that you would burn your mind out than come even a thousandth of the way close to undoing Lilith’s curse. We’re talking god-level magic here, Noah. Absolutely not.”

“Fine,” I said. And in truth, though the prospect excited me, it scared me too - to dive into the web so deeply, to try and exert my will on it, to sink my consciousness into its vastness - I could see myself never coming back. Or worse, not wanting to.

“Do you know how to open the portals?” asked Brielle. “I don’t see any instruction manuals lying around.”

“I don’t,” I said. “But maybe I could figure it out once I’m in there. Especially if there’s a set place for them or leylines that just need to be opened for their power to flow into them. I’ll take a look. Valeria! You doing all right? You ready to keep going?”

Valeria was pinching the bridge of her nose, head back. “Fine. Absolutely fine. Ready when you are.”

“Is that the truth, or are you being a stoic badass?”

“I can’t be both?”

“Fair enough. Neveah?”

The dark-haired warrior was pacing back and forth like a caged tiger at the far end of the room, her blade still drawn, glaring at nothing as she went. At the sound of her name she stopped and turned to stare at me, her expression blank, her eyes wide.

“Neveah? We can’t stay here. You ready to keep going?”

“Neveah!” I heard Victor’s yell once more. “Know why you want to kill me so? It was I in another body that helped ruin Ilandro - and you helped me!”

Ilandro. The savior she’d first followed out into Ghogiel. Had Victor been telling the truth? Had he been fucking with her to throw her off her game? It was impossible to tell, but looking at her now, I knew Neveah was right up against her breaking point.

I raised my hand to the others and began to walk cautiously toward her. “Victor was a liar, Neveah. An amazingly good one. He knew just what to say and when to everybody. He told me while you were down that he said that just to make you lose your cool. And it worked. Doesn’t mean it’s true.”

Her lower jaw was trembling. 

“We’re going to figure this out. Find a way to unlock those memories. But you can’t trust the word of someone like Victor. Not when he was weaponizing his words to defeat you. Right?”

I was supremely aware of her demon blade held out to her side, its improbable length and how quickly she could bring it to bear.

“Neveah?” I stopped perhaps five yards from her. “You have to put his words aside. We’ve got to go. We can’t stay here. We’ve no way of knowing what might be coming to stop us next.”

“You’re right,” she said, voice raw with emotion. “Victor was trying to hurt me. To use my past to defeat me. That doesn’t mean what he said wasn’t true.”

“We’ve got no way of knowing,” I began.

“But I felt it,” she hissed and brought her fist up to press it against her heart. “Here. I felt the truth of his words ring within me. I did it. I helped him defeat Ilandro. Destroy him - whatever. It’s my fault. And then they wiped my mind clean, gave me this blade, and sent me back.”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “I can’t be trusted. I’m a monster, Noah. I don’t know what else I’ve done, but if I - if I was responsible for Ilandro’s defeat - then nothing else can compare.”

Morghothilim fell from her fingers to rattle upon the floor. 

“You have to leave me behind,” she whispered. “I can’t be trusted.”

“Hell no.” Still cautious, hand outstretched to her as if she might leap to bite at me, I took another few steps closer. “I’m not leaving you. Now or never. You’re with me, Neveah. You’re part of my group. You’re one of us. Where I go, you go.”

“No,” she said, shaking her head slowly, tears finally brimming and running down her ashen cheeks. “You don’t understand. I was one of Ilandro’s companions too. I’m broken, Noah. Or I was broken. I don’t know. But you can’t let me betray you. You have to let me go. Please.”

I drew closer. “No. I’m an idiot in many respects, but I’ve learned to trust my instincts on this. You’re one of us. I have faith in you. Whomever you might have been before - I don’t know about her. But you. The Neveah I see before me. The woman who’s fought by my side and saved my life, who wanted to kill Victor back when I was still excited about making a new buddy - I aim to keep her with me for as long as I possibly can.”

“No, Noah.” She shook her head again and took a step back. “Please, let me go. You can still pick someone else. Someone else with whom to bond. Please. Before it’s too late.”

“No,” I said, and reached out, very slowly, to take her hand in mine. She didn’t resist, but nor did she return my grip. “Call me a crazy, selfish bastard, but I want you with me, Neveah. I want that insane demon sword, your insane will to win, your brutal clarity, your experience, your -” I paused and gave a quick shake of my head. “You. I want you. I picked you. You’re my companion, no matter what you say. I trust you. You can’t change my mind. Come with me.”

“No,” she whispered, voice breaking. “You can’t.”

“I can,” I said, and gently pulled her to me into an embrace. “I can and I will. You’re not the woman who did whatever she did before. You’re Neveah. You’re one of us. I need you. We all need you. You’re coming with us.”

She stood within my arms, unmoving, and then her shoulders hitched as a sob burst up through her throat. I held her a little tighter and she rested her brow against my shoulder, more sobs escaping despite her attempt to keep them down.

“Ilandro,” I heard her whisper, the name drenched in torment. “Ilandro, I’m so sorry.” 

I held her as she cried, her slender frame wracked with powerful sobs. Held her and stared at the pale stone wall, waiting, giving her all the time she needed. She pressed her fists to her chest as she leaned against me, brow against my shoulder, and wept. The sound was heartbreaking.

Finally, she stepped back, wiping her tears away with the edge of her palm, sniffing and looking down as she gathered herself. 

I watched her, unsure as to what would happen next. Should I press her again to come with me? Let her stay if she continued to insist?

Instead, she dropped into a crouch and closed her fingers about Morghothilim’s hilt. Raised it before her, staring at it with such intensity that I couldn’t tell if she were about to scream or hurl it away or try to snap its blade over her knee.

“I don’t know where you came from,” she whispered, “or what I did with you before. But you’re mine now and will do as you’re bid. Demon sword. Bastard blade. Morghothilim.”

Power undulated down its length, shimmering like summer heat over blacktop. Almost I thought I could hear a voice, almost thought I sensed the blade respond, but then Neveah rose and sheathed it with unerring accuracy, slamming the hilt home and slinging the scabbard over her shoulder.

“I’m ready,” she said, voice brisk, gaze clear. 

“Thank you.” I hesitated, holding her gaze, but there was nothing there. All weakness, all emotion had been wiped away. So I nodded and turned back to the others. 

Who had all been staring, and only now caught themselves and looked away.

“Time to go,” I said. “Back in Bastion, we agreed on Tagimron, right?”

“Tagimron,” said Imogen. “The Qlipothic aspect of Tiphareth that seeks in every way to conceal instead of unveiling beauty.”

“So an ugly sphere,” I said. “Basically Ghogiel without the misdirection?”

“Not quite,” said Imogen. “Tagimron’s essence is the opposite of Tiphareth, wherein beauty is not a catchall term meant to express a cultural expression of physical aesthetics. Instead, in Tiphareth, beauty is - was - manifested the integration of compassion and strength, without which the divine power of the Source from Kether could not flow to the rest of creation. Compassion and discipline, intellect and emotion - it is in that perfect balance that true beauty can be found, where universal harmony can be achieved. 

“The Qlipoth of Tiphareth is where these forces are unbalanced, where man is prevented from experiencing this state of union, communion, and beauty. Our enemies will take any shape and manifest in any force that creates confusion rather than fusion of heart and mind.”

“Ah,” I said. “I… don’t think I understand.”

Imogen’s smile was kind. “These are powerful philosophical concepts. Where Ghogiel sought to hinder our accomplishing our goals, Tagimron will instead seek to destroy all harmonies. Within ourselves, between ourselves, in our allegiance to the Source - all that is beautiful and balanced will be attacked.”

“I’m having second thoughts about Tagimron,” I said. 

“The second portal will take us to Gha Agsheblah,” said Imogen. “Where the divine force that animates the world is spread too thin and represents misguided and unbalanced love which suffocates and ultimately kills the target of its affections. It was once Chesed, which reflected the divine love of the Source, its mercy, and kindness. Gha Agsheblah is the opposite of that. A land where love strangles and leads to cruelty and abuse.”

“I fucking hate the Qlipoths,” I said. “Honestly. Show of hands. Anybody else feel the same?” I sighed. “Fine. Any strong opinions? I know back in Bastion we decided to go with Tagimron, but after seeing how tough Ghogiel was… I don’t know. Thoughts?”

“There is no better choice,” said Valeria, voice thick from her busted nose. “But if forced to pick, I’d go with Tagimron. We can work together to stay united. Can trust each other and count on our own strength to resist it. But cruel love and suffocation? I don’t know what that means. Not really. I’d rather avoid it.”

Emma hugged herself and gave a slight nod. “Agreed. I know I don’t contribute much -”

“You fucking stabbed Victor,” said Neveah. 

“True. I did stab him. But - I feel like we’re getting closer as a group. That we’re learning to trust each other. If we’re going to pick a challenge, I’d rather face one where we can fight back, or at least try.”

Imogen removed her glasses and cleaned them on her apron. “I feel nothing but respect and compassion for all of you. Perhaps more, even. I would be willing to risk Tagimron’s challenges.”

“I’ll go wherever you lead,” said Neveah.

I looked at Brielle. “Your thoughts?”

She flushed. “I really detest these precious little confabulations. Honestly. You’re supposed to be the Savior, aren’t you? Just figure out where we’re supposed to go and take us there.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “Because that statement rings true with every other time you’ve protested my giving an order in such a manner. C’mon Brielle. What is it?”

She turned away and strode to one of the windows, even though it was so dirty with ash she couldn’t possibly see anything through it. “I’m - well, a uniquely talented individual, and I know what I bring to this group in terms of experience, authority, magical ability and so forth. But.”

She shrugged her shoulders up high and then let them slump. “I recognize that I’m not always the most… even-keeled of people. I’m… dealing with a few issues that occasionally trip me up.”

“Tagimron won’t be easy on anybody,” said Imogen.

Valeria’s voice was gentle. “I’ve got a lot of demons of my own. I’m not exactly excited either.”

Neveah snorted. It was comment enough.

Brielle wheeled around. “But I’m a fucking princess and not just any princess, but a descendant of King Jaran, first of his name, conqueror of the Burning Throne! I’m not - I mean, I won’t allow myself to - to fail, or collapse, or -”

“Brielle,” I stepped toward her then stopped as she backed away, “we all know your lineage. But that doesn’t stop you from being human. Just like the rest of us -”

“Oh spare me your sophomoric consolations,” she snapped. “Honestly Noah, do you think I’m twelve years old?”

I crossed my arms and rocked back onto my heels.

“I’m - I apologize. That was uncalled for.” She bit her lower lip. “But it underscores my concerns. I’m not sure I’m…” She trailed off, searching for the right word. “The best adapted to Tagimron’s unique trials.”

Neveah’s voice was flat. “That’s four votes for Tagimron, one against. Is this a democratic voice, or are you simply taking our opinions into account before making your own decision?”

“The latter,” I said. “We’re going to Tagimron. I’m sorry, Brielle. I swear to you that I’ll do everything within my power to help you get through it.”

Her eyes filled with tears that she angrily dashed away. “I hope you don’t live to regret those words.”

“I won’t,” I said. 

“Then so be it. Tagimron. What fun.” She forced a brittle smile and walked back to rejoin us, inhaling sharply as she gathered her hair, twisted it about and dropped it over her shoulder. “Fair warning. I won’t be apologizing every ten minutes if that place turns me into a bitch.”

Valeria grinned. “What do you mean, ‘turns you?’”

“Ha. Ha.” Brielle glared at her. “At least we have a jester coming along to lighten the mood.”

Valeria’s grin widened and she gave a mock bow. “I live to serve, oh princess, scion of the Burning Throne, great, great, great, great, great granddaughter of someone or other who was probably really important.”

Brielle’s glare gave way to a weak smile as the others chuckled. “Fine. My sacrifice shall be putting up with Valeria’s company. That makes me positively heroic.”

Imogen put her glasses back on. “As long as you don’t request we poop together.”

Brielle’s eyes snapped open wide in mock anger. “Imogen! You swore -”

“I mildly indicated that I wouldn’t -”

“- to ever bring that up again -”

“- unless the situation was a felicitous one, wherein such a joke might elevate the mood -”

“The Source save us all,” said Neveah, passing her hand before her eyes.

Emma was grinning. I reached out and took her hand and squeezed it tight. “You know what, guys? I think we might well be able to handle Tagimron. Come on. Let me open that portal so we can get going.”

“Fine,” sighed Brielle. “Please. Anything to end this ‘witty banter’ that my companions seem to insist on.”

I released Emma’s hand and moved over to where Victor lay. A moment of consideration and then I took up his blade. Turned it back and forth, considering its black length, then grabbed his scabbard and sheathed.

“Emma,” I said.

Her eyes went wide. “Wait, what?”

“Once Imogen has a chance to look this over, this blade’s going to be yours.”

“But – I mean, I don’t even know –“

“It’s time you learned,” I said, tying the scabbard to my other hip. “Once we get to Tagimron we’re going to work on your abilities to defend yourself. No if’s or but’s about it.”

She pursed her lips, squared her shoulders, then gave a sharp nod. “All right. Yes.”

Valeria had retrieved Lizbeth’s crossbow, murmuring a word of thanks to the fallen Sacred Guard as she did so, and slung the nearly empty quiver of bolts over her shoulder.

That done I turned to consider one of the crystals inlaid in the floor. Took a deep breath and pressed my bare foot against its surface.

Again, that torrential pull to suck my mind out of my body. That roar that filled my ears even as my reservoir was refilled in an instant. I grit my teeth, and this time instead of resisting it allowed myself to extend a flicker of awareness into the White Tower itself.

The vastness of its construction awed me. It sank deep into the earth like a crystal dagger plunged into the heart of the sphere, and I caught a glimpse of the innumerable leylines extending out from it to cross the vastness of Ghogiel. 

With extreme effort, I turned away from that marvel and focused desperately on the room in which we all stood. Saw it at once through my own eyes and from all angles, so that I was able to take myself and my companions in from a 360-degree view. For a moment I toyed with the idea of trying to open more of my sanskaras, but when I peered closer at myself I couldn’t make them out. Perhaps I had to identify more strongly with the crystal? No way. Doing so in the mountains had nearly destroyed me. To do so here…? Madness.

Instead, I saw two patterns inlaid in the floor that I hadn’t noticed before - mostly hidden by ruined furniture, they were symbols of great and arcane power, sleeping yet filled with potential. 

It took only a nudge here, the opening of a channel there, and a tremendous amount of magic flowed from the ocean that was pouring into the White Tower to fuel both symbols and bring them crackling back to life.

I pulled my foot away from the crystal with a gasp and nearly fell.

“Noah,” said Emma, slipping an arm around my waist to help steady me, “are you all right?”

I touched my upper lip. My fingers came away bloody. “I feel… a little-light headed. But nothing…” 

I trailed off as I stared at what had manifested before us. Two great portals had risen from the wreckage, each a spinning vortex of force, their depths giving no hint as to what lay beyond. 

Valeria and Neveah were clearing away the furniture from about them, while Imogen peered down at the glyphs that were now visible in the portals’ own illumination.

“This one reads Chesed,” said Imogen. “Thus taking us to Gha Agsheblah. This one - yes. Tiphareth. The way to Tagimron.”

Emma and I rejoined the others. Brielle had carried our packs over, and now we shrugged them on. I checked the waterskins, remembering our arrival in Ghogiel, and prayed that Tagimron would prove far different. 

“Time for some inspiring words,” said Valeria, voice somber as she faced the portal.

“Yeah, I know.” We stood in silence for a spell, and then I stepped forward. “We did it, ladies. Ghogiel threw everything it had at us and we came out on top. We’re standing together, allied and strong. Whatever Tagimron’s got waiting for us, I know we can tackle it. I know we’ll win through. Once we do, we’ll be more than halfway toward Malkuth and defeating Lilith.”

“And saving the universe,” said Emma. “That still sounds trippy.”

“And saving the universe,” I agreed, turning to face them. Emma. Imogen. Valeria. Neveah. Brielle. “I care for and respect you all. There’s nobody else I’d rather have with me on this mission. We’re going to do this. We’re going to win through. You hear me? All of us, together.” I paused and glanced at Valeria. “How did I do?”

“Not bad,” she said.

Brielle made a face. “Six or seven out of ten. But to be honest, I’m too tired to listen to anything more rousing.”

I smirked. “All right then. Everyone hold hands. We’re not getting split up this time.”

I took Emma’s hand in mine and stepped up to the portal. The doorway to Tagimron and whatever may lay in wait. 

“I just hope there’s no more ash,” I heard Imogen say behind me. 

“And more water,” said Brielle. “I want to spend a whole day bathing.”

Valeria sounded wistful. “Some real food would be nice. Fresh steak. A cold ale.”

I waited to see if Neveah would add something but wasn’t surprised when she didn’t.

“All right,” I said, heart starting to pound. “Ready? Here we go.”

And I stepped into the portal, Emma’s hand tight in mine, exhilarated, terrified, but above all, ready for whatever Tagimron could throw at us.

 

 

 

THE END

 

Enjoy the book? Leave Mike a review here:

 

Amazon

Goodreads 
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