
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

THE MANIFOLD

 

Book 3

 

of the

 

 

Tsun-Tsun TzimTzum Series

 

By Mike Truk

 

 

 

Acknowledgements

 

 

A shout out to the crew that helped me polish this book to a high gloss. 

An author couldn’t ask for a better group of beta readers. You guys rock.

 

Huge thanks to:

 

Alberto Alvizo, Darwin Baide, Christopher Baker, John Brandon, Jonathan Cain, Otis Coley, Ryan Cranfill, Jason Cross, Edward Davidson, Andrew Gault, Brian Harding, Denny Johnson, Josh Kurtz, Thor Leo, Robert Leyendecker, Tanner Likins, Nathan Michael, Art Michaels, Valentine Obasuyi, David Paine, Thomas Pool, Patrick Powers, Joshua Prada, Fred Ramsey, Josh Robinson,  Jake Sanford, Larry Shirley, Matt StPier, Alan Silvestri, George Thomas, Devin Torres, and Robert Vanmeter.

Chapter 1

 

 

 

The world imploded upon itself as everything flared white, blinding me, tearing me apart, pulling me through a pinprick before expanding once more with a rushing roar. Through it all I held on with desperate strength to Emma’s hand, thinking through the madness: I won’t lose her again, I won’t let go, I won’t -

And then the world came flooding back in. My body once more my own, my breath coming in fast pants as I staggered, feet finding purchase on shattered concrete pavers, the world vast and dark about me, the stench of rot and the tang of rusted metal thick in the humid air. 

I took a deep, steadying breath, Emma’s hand still firmly in my own, my other companions appearing in short order behind her. Brielle, flaming hair pulled back into a ponytail, releasing Emma’s hand to quickly draw her blade. Imogen pushing her spectacles up the bridge of her nose as she blinked and took in our new environment. Valeria, frowning, turning to watch as Neveah emerged from the void, the dark-haired woman lowering instinctively into a crouch so as to make herself a smaller target.

Massive relief: they’d come through together. Nobody lost. No mad dispersal across the sphere. No endless quest to reconnect.

Together still.

Heart swelling with gladness, I turned back to take in Tagimron. The world into which we’d been dropped, our next obstacle on the long, long road to Lilith.

We’d emerged into a dark canyon, a slender ravine between vast, tottering buildings whose tops were lost in noxious clouds of fog overhead. The sky was sutured with endless crisscrossing black wires, endless banks of windows were shuttered, covered with filthy canvas, or merely dark holes. Balconies, clotheslines, black ivy, a few curious faces peering down from high above, the air turgid with tension.

We arrive in some mad New York City? I asked myself as I lowered my gaze from the soaring heights to take in what everyone had been watching: some kind of confrontation taking place in the street before us, crowding the street where it swelled slightly wider into a dark courtyard.

Two gangs were facing each other. Two forces, at any rate, their uniforms baroque, each side numbering some thirty or forty strong, both sides holding aloft banners depicting strange symbols; one side’s was a crimson skull sinking into flames, the other a golden clenched fist. 

It was too much to take in; the initial familiarity of the urban hellscape was quickly replaced by disorientation; an obese woman sitting cross-legged on a floating platform of gilt wood on the side of the clenched fists widened her eyes and turned from the stand-off to stare at my companions and I, the tassels of her stylized hat shaking in shock.

“Hold!” she cried, voice imperious. Voices that had been raised in argument stilled. She pointed a finger at where we stood. “A new faction has arrived! Gramit, you break the truce! Who did you ally with?”

Loud shouts of consternation as heads turned in our direction. Gramit, a hulking man dressed in black monk’s robes with a crimson skull emblazoned across his broad back, his head shaven, his eyes sewn closed, oriented somehow on where we stood. “Not I, you bloated witch. You think to throw us off with your ploys? Men, on your guard!”

His entire gang or whatever they were immediately sank into combat stances, some rising up on one leg like flamingos, arms moving into kung-fu guards, and far too many fists suddenly caught fire, banishing the gloom and causing horrific shadows to writhe and leap against the building walls.

It was all happening too fast. Too much was at play here that I didn’t understand. But if there was a time to act, it was now.

I took a step forward and pitched my voice to carry: “We’re not with any faction!” My shout was nearly lost in the cries of anger and hurled insults. The floating woman was still staring at me, her eyes wide amidst her heavily painted face, her hands moving in complex patterns before her as if she were weaving an invisible cat’s cradle. Her own followers were backing away from the crimson skulls, their figures wreathing in strands of lightning. 

Holy shit. The amount of magical might on display here was staggering.

“Not mine!” cried the floating woman, her voice piercing the din. “I held true to the truce! Let your perfidy be noted! Gramit and the Final Skulls hold nothing sacred!”

Impatience and anger suffused me. This was about to turn into a shit show. Once, not too long ago, I might have stood rooted to the spot, overwhelmed by the situation, but I’d been through far too much shit to let indecision grip me now.

A deep breath and I reached into my reservoir for Manipura’s might, tried to siphon off just a little of my magical reservoir as I channeled its power. Felt the magic sweep through my core, and lifted off the ground, rising up in flight, six yards up so that I was above them all, drawing Shard as I did so.

“Silence!” My shout echoed off the walls. “Nobody has broken any fucking truce! We’re not from here, and we’re not part of this rivalry. Calm the fuck down!”

My companions weren’t idle. Neveah had disappeared from sight. Emma moved toward the back, with Imogen, Valeria, and Brielle forming a united front against the crowds.

The obese lady pursed her gummy lips, eyes narrowing to slits. Gramit raised his sewn eyes to where I floated, mouth opening and closing as if he sought words to shout back.

For a precious second everything hung in the balance. I floated there, feeling fell and perilous, Shard not glowing but radiating its own power, and sought to dominate the situation through will alone, glaring at the massed gangs beneath me with impatience. 

I’d been through hell in Ghogiel. Seen atrocities I’d never forget. Fought in battles, waged wars, killed more people and monsters than I could count. 

I’d be damned if I’d let a little skirmish like this get out of hand.

A tall, skeletally thin woman with gleaming eyes pointed at me, her black bracelets clinking loudly against each other. “I know him! He’s with the Refiners! I’ve seen him before! He’s a Refiner! They’re going to kill us all!”

The hysteria in her voice was electric. Both sides turned fully to face me, their own enmity forgotten.

Imogen stepped forward. “Enough of this! Everybody calm down and lower your weapons.” Her words were charged with power, her voice a clarion call across the hubbub. I saw a dozen gang members indeed subside, arms lowering, but far more of them had amulets around their necks incandesce instead, glowing a faint blue that contrasted in a ghostly way with the their flaming fists or lighting wreaths.

“Psyche-imperium!” barked the floating woman, a half dozen of her amulets glowing in like manner. “She dares?”

“Well, that’s not good,” I heard Imogen mutter as she fell back into her place in line, and then all hell broke loose.

A half dozen of the Final Skulls gang members thrust their fists at me, causing the flames that enveloped their hands to fly forth with a guttural roar. I let out a cry of dismay and hurled myself aside with such vigor that I overdid it. My control of Manipura’s gift of flight was still rudimentary, such that I slammed into a window to my left, shattered shutters and crashed into the tiny room beyond, where a family was gathered around a circular table, hands clasped, heads jerking up from what must have been a prayer over their steaming bowls of soup. 

I dropped to the floor as the building shook, a billowing gout of flame following me in through the ruined window, uncurling like a fiery tentacle before fading out. “Excuse me,” I said, rising to my feet, and ran back to the window and leaped outside, seizing Manipura’s powers once more as I did so.

Madness had engulfed the street below. Gold fist warriors were fighting Final Skulls, most of them engulfed in glowing protective bubbles, their wards intermingling amidst allies or pushing enemies back as their edges crackled and spat sparks where they touched. A good half of the Final Skulls had charged at my companions, however, streaming down the narrow street as they hurled spells and curses.

Screams, roars, the cacophonous madness of dozens of spells being hurled about bounced off the walls, and I dove down at the charging enemy, reaching deep into my core for Muladhara and my power of levenbolt.

But before I could unleash an attack Imogen beat me to the punch. Spectacles flaring white as they reflected her power, she thrust her hands forth and a levenbolt of awesome size exploded from her palms even as a score of minor lightnings rippled over her body and caused her braids to flare out to the sides. The bolt split into a dozen smaller tributaries as it arced out to the enemies, half of whom activated wards at the last second.

The other half didn’t fare so well. Their screams were cut short as their eyes burst and they were hurled back as if hit by an oncoming train.

Still, a good number of their own attacks had flown forth before they could be stopped. Quicker than I could follow, Brielle let out a cry and dashed forward, sweeping her flaming blade as if parrying an invisible attack, and unleashing a wall of her own fire that filled the narrow street, absorbing the other fire bolts in a great roar of sound and fury.

The warded foes below me regained their balance, raised their fists as they gathered new balls of flames in their palms, ready to unleash the moment Brielle’s wall of fire flickered away - but then I was upon them.

I swung Shard at the largest ward as I fell upon it, and the blade gleamed with a blinding white light as it cut through the protective magic as if it were a bubble in truth. Momentum carried me down, the swing of my blade severing the Final Skull’s head and part of his shoulder, and then I crashed into his body even as it toppled, using it to arrest my own momentum, landing heavily on the cracked cement, blood spraying out in a torrent to coat the closest ward in a hemisphere of gore.

The Final Skulls around me shouted in surprise and shock, turning to focus on me, but before anybody could react Neveah was there. She seemed to emerge from the shadows themselves, her dread six-foot-long blade sweeping faster than thought through two wards, its tip passing through bodies as if they were insubstantial. The two men stiffened in shock then screamed as their torsos separated from their waists, more gore splattering out in every direction, and then there was nothing but the chaos of battle.

I ceased to think. To plan. To maneuver. Instead I reacted, seized opportunities, parried, threw myself forward, fell back. Neveah was a dark shadow flitting about me, her blade leaving ruin and death in its wake, passing through wards with even greater ease than Shard. I severed a man’s arm, following my momentum into a spin, only to see a palm coruscating with flame leveled at my face, the adept’s eyes wide with manic glee and terror - no time to react, no time to even raise Shard -

Something slammed into my heel and I fell, hit the ground hard, only to see Neveah complete her foot sweep and bring her black odachi spinning around where I’d stood a second ago to cut through the nascent fireball and into the man’s palm, slicing down the length of his forearm, splitting his arm in two, and then cut through ribs, sternum, chest and emerge on the far side.

The man screamed as he fell back and collapsed, his cry lost amidst the din.

I used Manipura to float up to my feet, landing in a crouch, Shard held at the ready - but the assaulting force was slaughtered. A score of yards down the street the two gangs were laying into each other, hurling levenbolts and fireballs at each other’s wards, screaming and hacking with axes, hurling spears whose tips gleamed as if a star were caught in their tips. No sign of Gramit, but the floating woman was high above the fray, cocooned in a half dozen nesting wards, eyes burning with power as she hurled levenbolt after levenbolt down into the fray.

“Come on!” shouted Imogen, reaching out to tug at my wrist. “Let’s go!”

I searched for Emma, saw her crouching behind a stone stoop, eyes wide, and beckoned for her to follow as Brielle led the way, sprinting down the street, leaving the madness behind us and taking the first turn we came upon.

The screams and concussive explosions grew muted as we pounded down the alleyway, its narrow length so dark I could barely make out Imogen’s lithe form behind me. Heart racing, Shard still clenched in my fist, I reached back for Emma’s hand and pulled her along, not knowing where we were going, not caring, trusting Brielle to lead us somewhere safe.

The alleyway was choked with garbage, discarded furniture, alive with rats that fled our approach with protesting chitters. Boarded-up doors, barricaded windows, and always the endless buildings, built shoulder to shoulder without a gap between them, rising impossibly high into what had to be hives of humanity. 

A right into another alley, a left up a small flight of stairs, and then we emerged into a closed court, a gloom-shrouded square a little larger than half a tennis court, the stench of sewage thick, the air above us crisscrossed by what seemed like endless lines of laundry and telephone wires. 

Every window shuttered and barred, no sign of life but for the gleam of light between the slats.

We staggered to a stop, turning to face the entrance of the court in case of imminent pursuit, weapons raised - but no one came after.

For breathless seconds we waited, and then as one relaxed, shoulders slumping.

“Anyone hurt?” I asked.

Everyone exchanged glances. Nobody spoke up. The shoulder of Imogen’s maid outfit was singed, Brielle’s face was reddened by the heat of her confrontation, while Neveah was spattered with blood from her butchery.

Miraculously, nobody had sustained a direct wound.

Some of the tension left me, and I sagged against the wall. Shard, as always, was free of blood; something about its blade made it so that it was always clean. I sheathed it and ran my hand through my hair - it was matted with blood spatter. 

“So this is Tagimron,” said Imogen, hands on hips, turning in a slow circle.

“It’s near claustrophobic after the expansiveness of Ghogiel.” Brielle’s distaste was clear, and she lifted one boot to stare at something smeared across its sole. 

Valeria had moved to stand by the entrance to the court, her weapon hanging by her side, gazing around the corner into the alley beyond. “This isn’t a safe place. We’ve no obvious exit if they come for us.”

As I caught my breath the fabric of Tagimron made itself more apparent; the stench of a vast city, complete with sewage, smoke, dampness and mold. Sounds filtered down to us from high above: distant shouts, faded music, the clang of objects being struck together, all of it distorted by echoes. Gazing up, I saw no hint of the sky, though it seemed we were outside; the walls of the buildings seemed to draw together, smothering out what faint light there was in impenetrable darkness. 

“I’ve never seen buildings like this,” said Imogen, voice soft with wonder. “They go so high. Thirty stories? Forty?”

“More than that,” sniffed Brielle, trying for disdain. “That’s merely what’s visible. I’d wager they rise to double that height.”

Emma was hugging herself, Victor’s blade hanging heavily from her hip. “It’s like a bad movie from back home,” she said, meeting my eyes. “Some sort of dystopian, Judge Dredd or Blade Runner version of New York.”

Brielle eyed her. “That made less than no sense, but no matter.”

I pushed off the wall. “We need to find a safe place to gather ourselves and think this through. A native we can interrogate and learn about what’s going on. The sooner we find where the portals are, the sooner we can be out of this place.”

“I’ll wager it won’t be that easy,” said Imogen, moving to a large, iron door. There was no handle. She ran her fingers down its outside, then frowned. “Let me try a little geomancy to see what our options are.”

“Best hurry,” said Valeria, voice turning hard. “I hear people coming this way.”

Imogen closed her eyes and knelt, placing one hand flat on the cement paver. I felt a pulse of power - when had I become so sensitive to the use of magic? - and then she opened her eyes. 

“There are levels below us. The doors in this court are all barred, but that one there -” She rose and pointed to what looked like a shadowed recess in the corner, “is the weakest. Kicking it in should give us the ability to either rise or descend.”

Neveah, her black blade in hand, ghosted across the court without a word, paused before the indicated doorway, and then hacked down and across, cutting a deep slash through the door’s center. She then kicked it, hard, and I heard the clatter of a crossbar fall to the ground as the door swung in.

I was going to lead the way in, hand on Shard’s pommel, but Brielle pulled on my elbow, squeezing by me. A moment later her blade incandesced, and its flaming length banished the darkness, revealing a tawdry entrance hall, the ground warped, an open staircase leading up to the next floor, three doors embedded in the walls, the staircase’s twin descending beneath it. 

Brielle turned back to us, eyes reflecting the crimson of her fiery blade. “Up or down?”

I turned to Imogen. “Your call.”

“Down,” said Imogen. “The building’s composed of hundreds upon hundreds of small cell-like rooms, each packed with people. It’s… stunning how many live here. But there’s more room below.”

“Down it is,” said Brielle, moving to the staircase.

“Valeria,” I called, “we’re moving!”

The Amazonian woman gave a curt nod and backed across the tiny court, reaching the doorway just as the shadows began to move in the alleyway. She pushed the door shut and brought up the rear as we all descended, following Brielle’s burning blade into the dark.

Pipes thronged along the wall, and moisture dripped down from overhead. The air was a rich, moldy tapestry of rust, mildew, and mineral tang, and everything looked ancient and abandoned, as if we were breaking into a decades-abandoned factory back home on Earth. 

“Wait a second,” said Imogen as we stepped out onto the first subterranean floor, the six of us bunched up in the narrow corridor which seemed to extend in both directions into shadow, doorways puncturing its sides, a second set of stairs descending further. She knelt, placed her hand on the floor, frowned. 

“There are people behind all these doors. They know we’re here. They’re bunched up by the entrances listening, I think.”

“How’d they know we’re here?” I asked, glancing up reflexively for security cameras and then feeling foolish. “We just arrived.”

“Sentries,” said Valeria from the back, voice grim. “With that kind of gang violence taking place in the streets, the best they can do to avoid it is see it coming.”

“Down,” said Imogen, rising once more and wiping her hands together.

Brielle took the lead once more, and we descended again, the air growing cooler, damper. We ended up descending four flights of stairs, and I thought I heard the sound of footsteps hurrying ahead of us, always just out of sight, the whisper of voices. The clang of doors being closed.

Emma walked alongside me, her hand slipping into my own. I tried to cheer her up with a smile, but it felt forced and unconvincing.

“Down this way,” said Imogen, moving past Brielle once we reached the fifth subterranean floor. She led us down the hallway, which was broader than those above, but equally derelict in appearance; the pipes along the walls here were bigger, covered in dust and draped in spiderwebs; doors were more infrequent, and our hallway intersected with a handful of narrower ones before fetching up at a massive rusted door.

“There’s a large empty room through there,” said Imogen, rising up once more from her knee. “Some sort of mechanical chamber.”

The door was massive, a grim, monstrous object whose surface was rippled with massive flakes of rust and peeling paint. I put my hand on the large handle and pressed it down, but there was no give.

“Here,” said Valeria, stepping forward and slinging her ax over her shoulder. She took the handle in both hands and shoved down, the muscles of her shoulders tensing, her back rounding, and with a screeching, grating sound the latch retracted. Valeria then turned, put her shoulder to the door, and shoved the damn thing open a foot, then moved aside for Brielle.

Who slid through the black gap into the room beyond. I followed after, Shard in hand, and saw a strange chamber open up before us: a tiny amphitheater with concentric seating carved in the rock, leading down to what might have been an ancient boiler that dominated the far side of the room, a complex and convoluted behemoth of more rust and pipework. 

Shelving along the walls was packed with moldering books, and rotten robes or coats hung from dozens of pegs below them. 

We fanned out into the room. The air felt dense, heavy, and I became aware of how deep underground we were. 

“Well,” said Brielle, kicking over a rusted can and sending it clacking down the steps that ran between the stadium seats, “I must admit that I’m loving Tagimron thus far.”

“Was it always like this?” asked Emma, crossing one arm over her chest to take hold of the other’s elbow. “Or did Lilith make everything rust and turn to hell?”

“Hard to say,” said Imogen, smoothing down her skirt. “Accounts of Tiphareth - as this sphere was called before being corrupted - are strangely dynamic, as if the place itself would change frequently, or present different appearances to different visitors. Of all the spheres it is unique in that it’s connected to eight of the eleven total spheres; it’s thus always acted as a sort of crossroads, a means to access almost any other point of the tree of life.”

I felt a wave of exhaustion pass through me, and realized I’d not rested since our final battles in Ghogiel. I stepped across and sat on the highest ring of semicircular seats. “Which two is it not connected to?”

Brielle snorted. “Honestly, you haven’t even memorized the tree of life yet? Kether and Lilith’s realm of Malkuth.”

“Sorry,” I said, her scorn arousing nothing more than a fond smile. “Been a little busy, you know?”

“A crossroads,” said Emma, sitting on the level just below mine. “It must have been a terrible blow then when this sphere fell to Lilith.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, walking down the steps all the way to the bottom to stare at the shadowy boiler. “It happened early in her conquest, and I believe it was then that the rules of Bastion realized how dangerous this siege truly was. She struck from Malkuth to Gomaliel, and from there pushed directly to Tiphareth, displaying a decisive purpose that put paid to the early theories of hers being but a haphazard or negligible attack.”

“Old history,” said Brielle.

Valeria crossed her arms and leaned against the wall beside the cracked open door. “I suggest we focus on our current situation for now. Imogen, does this chamber have exits? I don’t see any.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, turning to smile up at the blonde warrior. “I kept that requirement in mind. Two, actually, and both quite cleverly hidden. Though I don’t know where their passages lead to.”

“Good,” said Valeria. “I’ll keep this door open then to watch the hallway. If an attacking force comes, I’ll force it shut, wedge something beneath it, and we can take one of them out.”

“Valeria’s right,” I said. “We need to get our bearings. Tagimron is all about disruption. Disruption of harmony and balance, within ourselves, between ourselves, everything. The longer we stay here the worse it’ll become. So, how can we get information?”

“We should speak with a local,” said Emma. “But it seems they’re all intent on avoiding us.”

“Can you blame them?” asked Brielle. “The street is awash with violence and offensive magic. Speaking of which, those two gangs were shockingly powerful. It seemed almost every member was a magic user.”

“Low level, but yes, you’re correct,” said Imogen. “Wards and offensive spells. I didn’t see much variety, however. Still. Very unusual.”

Brielle rolled her eyes. “I know I’m correct. It’s why I said it. My point being, we’ve clearly moved past simple soldiers to a realm where the average person on the street is slinging fireballs. That should change our calculus some as we approach people.”

“Not necessarily,” said Imogen. “Those could be the elites of Tagimron, recruited into gangs for their power. I’d be very surprised if your average pedestrian can summon a ward and throw a levenbolt.”

“We’re just speculating,” I said. “We need information. Imogen, these buildings all seem continuous. Can we just walk along these hallways until we get somewhere the folks aren’t alarmed and slamming doors in our faces?”

Imogen gave a one-shouldered shrug. “I don’t see why not.”

“Then let’s do that. We’ll find a better place to stop and rest, and once we’ve slept and replenished ourselves, we’ll try and find friendly people to speak with.”

Brielle groaned. “Of course we can’t sit and relax for more than a few moments. I can’t remember the last time I rested.”

“I can,” said Valeria. “In camp last night with Noah’s army in Ghogiel.”

“It was a figure of speech,” said Brielle, rising to her feet, flaming sword in hand. “Of course I can actually remember.”

Valeria smiled sweetly at her. “I take nothing for granted when it comes to your limitations, dear.”

“And that’s our cue to keep moving,” I said. “Neveah? Anything to add?”

My fifth companion had moved to stand off to one side, arms crossed, her demonic blade vanished from sight. Her ebon hair hung like a waterfall of jet black down past her waist, so dark it acted like a cloak of shadows, half obscuring her from sight. She was frowning as she stared off into the middle-distance, but at the sound of her name she jerked her face toward me, her achingly blue eyes narrowing. 

“Nothing to add,” she said, voice little more than a whisper. 

“Shocking,” said Brielle.

Imogen sighed. “Come on, Brielle. Do you have to nip at everyone’s heels right now?”

Brielle flushed. “All right. Here’s a moment of exemplary growth on my part. I’ll admit it. I’m nervous. And when I’m nervous, it’s very easy for me to grow impatient with everyone else.”

Imogen couldn’t resist a smile. “Then we’ll all strive to be perfect so as to not bother you. Is everyone ready? There’s a service door behind this elaborate machine over here. It’s not even locked.”

“About that,” said Emma, rising to her feet, Victor’s blade clacking against the stone as she did so. “Um, how is there a boiler or whatever that is in this world? And all those pipes? And buildings that look so modern? I thought the spheres were all supposed to be medieval when it came to technology?”

“Good question.” I looked around the chamber once more. “This place feels almost… what? Victorian or something in tech level?”

“Victorian?” Imogen blinked at me in confusion. “Oh. You’re not referring to Victor. Some style of technology from your home planet?”

“A time period,” I said. “About a hundred and fifty years ago.”

“I’d love to visit your world today,” said Imogen with a slight smile. “If this is ancient technology, then I can’t imagine what you have developed since.”

Emma laughed and turned to me. “Can you imagine? Taking them to the movies, or bowling, or…”

The idea of bowling with my companions was too much. I couldn’t help but snort in amusement. 

Valeria put her shoulder to the iron door and shoved it closed, the scrape silencing our conversation. She turned to us once done, unshouldering Lizbeth’s huge crossbow. “I’d also love to learn why there’s more machinery here, but that might wait till we’re somewhere safe.”

“Yes, of course,” said Emma, ducking her head. “Sorry.”

“Nothing to apologize for,” said Valeria with an encouraging smile. “But we have to stay focused on what matters.”

“This way then,” said Imogen, moving around the boiler and into the shadows beyond it. Brielle followed after, blade lifted high, revealing a bank of lockers and a narrow door with slits cut horizontally across the top as if for airflow. Imogen stepped up to it, took hold of the handle, and to my surprise the door opened without protest.

“Oof,” she said, stepping back and waving her hand before her nose. “Not a pleasant smell.”

“Now you know what I’ve been putting up with since joining you lot,” said Brielle, and then gave us all an artificial smile and batted her eyelids. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t resist. Too easy. I’ll take the lead.”

A circle of black expanded to the size of a manhole against the ceiling, and through this tumbled a coil of silk rope. 

Our reaction was immediate; we spun, oriented upon this intrusion, drawing weapons and raising hands that flickered with potent magic. 

But before we could react further a figure slid down the rope with consummate ease, his burgundy cloak flapping about him, and landed at the top of the small chamber behind the stadium seating with aplomb.

He was a bizarre, outlandish figure, masked and cowled, his clothing ornate and sumptuous, his gloved hands sparkling with magnificent rings. He moved with the supple ease of an acrobat, and bowed impressively low, one arm gracefully flung out to the side, only to rise and consider us, eyes glittering behind the eye slits of his gold mask.

But was it a mask? Its gilded surface moved with natural ease, his smile so broad that it caused his eyes to narrow, cheeks bunching up like small golden apples. 

“Greetings! Welcome to Tagimron, my humble demesne. You do me more honor than I can reasonably handle, Savior! And what delectable, delightful companions you’ve brought with you. I’m not one to handle horseflesh, but in this case I might make an exception.”

It was all so sudden, so improbable and unexpected, that for a moment I simply gaped. The black hole that had opened above him remained, the rope dangling by his side. Magic? A hidden portal Imogen had failed to detect or mention?

Regardless.

I stepped forward and sketched a half bow. “You have the advantage on us, sir.”

“And aim always to keep it!” His voice was rich, like that of a born storyteller. “I have many names, too many perhaps, but you may call me the Elegiac Enigma. Has a nice ring to it, does it not?”

Imogen stepped beside me and whispered, “He’s a creature of Lilith’s.”

“Why, that I am!” His smile somehow broadened even further, the exaggerated features of his mask twisting almost to caricature. “And proud of it! But do not worry yourself, I’m not here to engage in battle or the like. No! It’s only fitting that you receive a warm welcome to my realm, and I, a consummate host, have come to extend it. So: welcome!”

“This is your realm?” I asked. “Tagimron? You’re Lilith’s primary servant here?”

“Immodest as it might sound, I am! The Elegiac Enigma, bedeviling the good people of Tagimron for nigh sixty years, now. Ah, the good times we’ve had. Though the place has changed since I got started. It’s all rather dreary now, isn’t it? Almost oppressive. But alas. What can you do? I am not self employed. I work where I am directed.”

I fought back my bewilderment. “And you know who we are? What we’re trying to do?”

“Of course! The Savior and his five bonny companions.” He placed his gloved hands on his hips and leaned forward, grinning still. “A delight. You would be the tenth, would you not? It’s so hard to keep track. And with my lady’s forces besieging Bastion, I warrant you’ll be the last, whether you win through or not. Dramatic! You must be under quite a lot of pressure.”

Brielle stepped up on my other side, shoulders squared, chin raised. “What do you want with us, Enigma? Why present yourself in such fashion?”

“Ooh, royalty! Who do you remind me of?” The Elegiac Enigma rubbed at his mask’s pointed chin. “Something about the eyes, the color of your hair. Another Savior, perhaps? Surely not. But… yes! I see it now. He was another companion, was he not?”

Brielle’s expression hardened, her lips thinning to a fine line. 

“Oh, tragic, tragic. But he’s out there, you know, King Islandis. Perhaps there will be a tearful reunion in the near future. What? You’re surprised? Oh yes. Lilith is nothing if not conscientious about not wasting good resources.”

“Enough,” I growled. “Speak your business and begone.”

The Enigma drew himself up. “How very droll! But as you command, my friend. We all have our roles to play, and mine, alas, sets me ultimately at odds with yours.”

I drew Shard.

The Enigma raised both hands and leaned backward. “What is this? Oh no, dear boy, I’m not going to roll up my sleeves and tussle with you. That’s not my style. As I said, I’ve but come to welcome you, and part of that welcome involves introducing you to the nature of Tagimron. You are acquainted, perhaps, with the philosophy that this realm embodies? It’s all quite abstruse, but suffice to say that by willingly entering my little home, you’ve placed yourself to some degree within my power.”

“I say we cut him down,” said Valeria, voice quivering with anger. “Now, while we still can.”

I glanced about our group. Neveah had vanished. Best then to keep him talking so as to keep him distracted.

“We’re not in your power,” I said. “We’re protected by the Source.”

“So you say.” The Enigma raised his hand and snapped his fingers.

I felt a concussive wave of power expand like a shockwave from where he stood, washing over our group like a hurricane blast of wind. 

My companions let out cries of alarm, and turning to them I saw that a leaden symbol had appeared on each of their brows. The outline of a circle, about the size of a quarter, embedded in their skin so that it dimpled around the circumference.

“And there. You are so marked.” The Enigma’s voice swelled with satisfaction. “Now you truly are ready to begin your quest. It’s all rather straightforward, really. You cannot leave Tagimron till those symbols are turned to gold: ha-ha! All quests invariably devolve into searching for the grail or the philosopher’s stone, do they not?”

I touched my own brow; it remained smooth and unmarked.

“I wish you the best of luck!” cried The Enigma, his voice bright with enthusiasm and cheer. “I shall monitor your progress from afar. I really am quite excited to see how you fare.”

“What the actual fuck,” hissed Brielle, dropping her hand from her brow and raising her blade to point it at the Enigma. “What have you done?”

“A little game. You’ll have to discover the rules as you go.” The Engima reached out for his rope. “I shall take my leave. Oh, but this will be fun.”

Neveah burst out of the shadows and slashed her black blade through the Enigma’s back, cleaving straight through and out his front. 

He collapsed to the ground, folding in on himself, his voluminous cloak and clothing forming a bloodless pile. His mask clicked as it hit the floor, spun in a circle three or four times, and then cracked like a pane of glass and fell into a mass of gleaming fragments. 

“By the Source,” said Valeria, taking a step forward. “Neveah! You did it!”

“Hardly,” said the dark-haired woman, frowning as she prodded at the pile of clothing with the tip of her blade. “He must have teleported away or the like before I hit him.”

The rope suddenly zipped back up through the black circle, disappearing in a flash, the circle closing after it and disappearing altogether.

“I fear she’s right,” said Imogen. “This Elegiac Enigma clearly doesn’t care about combat. If he’s like Victor, then his essence will persist even if we cut him in half.”

“There’s got to be a way to kill these bastards,” I said, sheathing Shard in frustration. 

“I’m sure there is. Sticking a piece of ensorcelled metal into their bodies, however, is probably not it.” Imogen walked up the steps to crouch before the pile of clothes. “No magic remains.” She drew her dagger and searched through the remains of the mask. “And this is ruined as well.”

“These marks,” said Emma, touching her own leaden circle once more. “What did he mean? We have to turn them to gold? Is there a spell that can do that?”

“Not a spell,” said Imogen, pivoting on her heel to regard us where we yet stood. “But there is a sanskara associated with alchemy that theoretically could. Those who have opened Sahaswara, the sanskara located at the crown of the head, can change the very essence of the world about them. It’s a terrible power, fraught with responsibility, and exceedingly rare. You’d have to be a magus of Blindness’s power to wield it, however.”

“Wait.” I pressed my fingertips to my temples and moved over to sit on the lowest rung of seats. “You’re saying that to leave Tagimron I’m going to have to open the most elevated sanskara and develop the power of alchemy?”

“No,” said Imogen, tone wry. “At least, not if we want to leave Tagimron within the next couple of decades. Even then, I doubt the Enigma was being literal when he meant we had to transmute these symbols to gold.”

Neveah drew her massive scabbard to the fore and slid her blade within. “I’m not sure why, what with most of my memories being repressed, but I’m confident Lilith can’t corrupt us without our permission.” Her voice was soft, her tone contemplative. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Valeria flinch and look away. “That this Enigma was able to implant his curse in our flesh is disturbing, but I don’t believe we’re in immediate danger.”

“I’d agree,” said Imogen, touching her own lead circle, running the fingertip of her forefinger around its circumference. “Recall his exact words: he was introducing us to the nature of Tagimron. These circles must be directly tied to this sphere.”

I noticed Emma move over to where Brielle stood. The princess was hugging herself, head lowered. Emma placed an arm around her shoulders, and as she did so a sob escaped Brielle. 

I sat up, feeling the callow fool. 

Emma said something quietly to Brielle and led her away, around the boiler monstrosity and into the shadows.

I slumped back. Well, fuck.

Imogen had also noticed. “Remember Tagimron exemplifies dissension and chaos. Ruining the harmony between heart and mind, body and soul. It is a cancer that eats away all that is spiritually beautiful.”

I bit my lower lip and nodded. The Enigma had been with us just moments, and in that time he’d dropped a depth charge into Brielle’s being. Brielle, who’d been the most reluctant to come through this sphere. Who might, if I was forced to pick, be the most susceptible to these kinds of attacks. Coincidence that the Enigma had selected her to attack? Hardly.

“We should make a pact,” said Valeria. “The next time he appears, we attack him before he can open his mouth.”

“I’ll sign onto that,” said Neveah.

“These symbols,” said Imogen, rising to stare at Neveah’s brow. “Not any metal. Not silver, not steel. But lead. Symbolically, it is the prima materia, associated with death, decay, and the netherworld. Poisonous to humans, it is seen as a dark, malefic material, but one which, when burned and purified, renders gold. Therefore, one could argue that lead is the metal of transformation, of redemption, even. It is at once the vehicle of death and the promise of eternal, incorruptible life.”

I nodded. “He said as much. We have to transform them into gold.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, lacing her hands behind her back and rising to the balls of her feet as she considered. “But in light of where we are and the ‘philosophy’ of this sphere, that no doubt means transcending our own base, poisoned nature. Not finding the mythical philosopher’s stone or literally using magic to transubstantiate the symbols.”

“So, what are you saying?” asked Valeria. “They’re symbols of our own personal progress?” 

Imogen shrugged. “Perhaps. Tagimron will seek to tear us down, tear us apart, just as Ghogiel did all it could to hinder our progress, to delay and grind us down. Interestingly enough, Ghogiel and Victor attempted to do this more subtly; our attention was focused on the tower and its Hindering Ones, thinking them our true foes, while in fact our enemy was working his evil upon us all the while. Here? The Elegiac Enigma is hardly a subtle foe.”

“He doesn’t care about attacking us openly,” I said. “Tagimron must work its magic whether we’re aware of it or not.”

“I’d go further,” said Imogen. “This Enigma, buffoonish as he might have seemed, is a dire threat and Lilith’s prime operative here in Tagimron. I’d thus warrant that his every action is deliberate and maximizes his sphere’s chances of defeating us. Telling us openly that we’re being tested, stating our objective and emblazoning our brows with symbols that reflect our lack of progress must undoubtedly be part of his plan to sew dissension in our ranks.”

Valeria bit her lower lip as she nodded thoughtfully. “It makes sense. If these symbols reflect our personal paths toward wholeness, or what have you, then failing to progress as other members of our team do so could breed resentment, jealousy, insecurity, even fear.”

“Great,” I said, rubbing my face. “And that’s with our not even knowing yet how to transmute these symbols to gold. What do you guys have to do? Donate money to charity? Help old ladies cross the street? Renounce your vices?”

“It won’t be easy,” said Imogen, voice soft. “Tagimron won’t be appeased by superficial gestures. Whatever it’ll take, we can assume that we’re starting at places of insufficient harmony. Hence the presence of the symbols.”

I looked to where Emma and Brielle stood. The princess had her arms wrapped around her chest, her head resting on Emma’s shoulder. She was silent, but I could see her shoulders jerking up and down as she stifled her sobs. 

“The longer we stay here the more dangerous this is going to get,” I said, rising to my feet. The first flutterings of panic buffeted within my chest like the wings of a trapped bird. I put some authority into my voice. “Everybody, gather close.”

Neveah and Imogen descended the steps to join Valeria. Brielle lifted her head, wiped at her face, and then emerged from the shadows with Emma.

“Listen up. We’ve already been through a lot of shit in our time together, but I get the impression things are about to get more intense. This place isn’t going to just throw large monsters at us. It’s going to awaken the monsters within our souls.” I looked from one companion to the next. 

“That means, if we’re to win through, we’re going to have to really trust and depend on each other. Jealousy, resentment, anger, fear - those are the weapons of this place. It’s going to nurture them, try and blow sparks into flames. Which means we have to agree, no - we have to swear - right here, right now, to voice our complaints the moment we start to feel them. No harboring grudges. No putting on a brave face. It’s going to take some radical honesty for us to keep those dark impulses from taking root.”

Imogen gave a curt nod. Neveah was inscrutable. Valeria inhaled deeply through her nose and squared her shoulders. Emma gave me an approving smile. Brielle, however, looked away.

The urge to speak directly to her was strong, but instinct curbed my tongue. “Look, this is going to be tough. But if we stand strong together, if we fight those dark urges by simply talking about our hang-ups, if we present Tagimron and this bastard the Enigma with a united front, then we can get through this. We’ve been through some serious shit already. Each of us has been tested. We’ve failed, made mistakes, but we’ve come through. Risen back up. We can do this. I know we can. We’ve already been through fresh hell. This? If we’re honest, loving, and open with each other? This will be just another bump on the road to cutting Lilith’s throat.”

My words hung in the air. My companions glanced at each other.

“Noah is exactly correct,” said Imogen. “We have to be aware at all times of disharmony and burn it out through open communication. Thank you, Noah.”

“Agreed,” said Valeria. “If you’re looking for honesty, I’ll give you some right now: it won’t be easy for me. My impulse is to try to be strong. To be capable, and handle whatever comes. I don’t… complain, easily. Admit to weakness. But I’ll try.”

“Good,” I said. “It’s all we can do.”

Emma gave a soft laugh. “I’ll be talking all of your ears off. Given how little I contribute, I’ll have more insecurities to share then we’ll have time.”

To my surprise and delight, Valeria, Brielle, and Imogen rounded on her. 

“Take that back,” said Brielle, tone sharp.

“Seriously,” said Valeria. “How little you contribute? You’re the one who snapped Noah out of his Victor-loving pro-torture stance.”

“Hey,” I protested. “Wait a second.”

Imogen reached out and took both of Emma’s hands in her own. “You may not cut down enemies or hurl fire, but you’re integral to this team. I’d say… your greatest danger here in Tagimron will be doubting your own value. You just exhibited it. Be wary of those insecurities. That will be your struggle.”

Emma’s eyes had widened as each woman spoke, and she dry swallowed. “I - thank you.” Her eyes gleamed with tears, which she quickly wiped away, forcing a brave smile as she did so. “I mean, it’s hard to really believe you, but - yes. I know what you mean. I’ll be careful. And strong! I’ll try to be strong.”

“You are strong,” said Imogen fiercely. “Do you really need reminding? Who freed us from Taniel’s prison cell back in Bastion?”

Emma blushed.

Valeria’s tone was grim. “Who refused Grausch’s offer and avoided being corrupted and turning into a servant of Lilith?”

Emma looked down. 

“And, yes, though I’d hardly say I was ‘pro-torture,’ you really did smack some sense into me back in Peruthros,” I said. “Seriously. We wouldn’t have gotten this far without you.”

“Ok, ok,” she said, “I get it. I just… I can’t help but feel useless when a fight breaks out and all I contribute is not tripping over this blade we took from Victor.”

“Then it’s time we started teaching you how to use it,” said Valeria.

“And we should start working on your magical potential,” said Imogen firmly. “I’d wager that the fact the Source chose you to be part of this team means you have the ability to develop your own powers.”

Emma laughed. “I wasn’t chosen. I just happened to be close to Noah when he was beamed up to Bastion.”

Imogen raised an eyebrow. “Not a coincidence, Emma.”

“Um, all right.” Emma didn’t sound convinced. “But - yes. Thank you. I’d love to start training. Learning. Pulling more weight.”

“You are already pulling your weight,” I said, stepping forward and placing both hands on her shoulders. How weird it suddenly felt to do so! I had a flash of our old lives back home on Earth. How I’d once felt like the moon and sun revolved around her, and couldn’t summon the courage to speak of my feelings to her face. And now here I was, the roles reversed, trying to will her into a state of greater confidence. “You’re a grade-A bad ass, Emma. Don’t you ever forget it.”

She gave a soft laugh and blew a lock of blonde hair out of her face. “All right! I swear. You guys are lucky to have me.”

“There you go,” I said, grinning and pulling her into a hug. I gave her a tight squeeze, and after a second she squeezed back. God help me, but the feel of her breasts squeezing against my chest was as amazing as it was distracting. Trying not to blush, I stepped back.

“Then we’re agreed,” said Imogen. “Brutal honesty. We bring up the slightest negative feeling as they occur and try to be aware of Tagimron’s incessant siege upon our psyches as we proceed.”

“You’re saying I finally have permission to express my every criticism?” asked Brielle, her smile belying her words.

Valeria rolled her eyes. “By the Source, this really is going to be hell.”

I grinned, grateful beyond measure for the lightening of the atmosphere. “Maybe we can restrict you to only ten insults per hour?”

And to my delight Brielle grinned back.

“Let’s get moving,” I said. “We still need to rest. And then we have to find out more about this place and how to go about changing these symbols. We all ready?”

Everyone nodded, and then followed Imogen to the service door. As I stepped into the narrow corridor after her, I couldn’t help but glance back over my shoulder at where the Elegiac Enigma had stood.

And startled when I saw that his pile of clothing had vanished.

I kept that to myself, however, and followed the others into the dark.

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

Tagimron was unrelentingly grim. After months spent in Ghogiel, I thought I’d grown used to tough locales. To environments inimical to our well being. The ashen wastes and shattered ruins had made me yearn for a change, any change, from the endless gray. Yet something about Tagimron was even more oppressive. As we wound our way through the intestinal tunnels deep underground, navigating through faith and geomancy, as we passed endless abandoned rooms, locked doors, and dark hallways, I began to feel at once on edge and withdrawn; the heavy silence and gloom weighed on my mind like a giant smothering hand, till I yearned for nothing more than light, laughter, life.

We finally emerged into a narrow hall lined with bunkbeds. Brielle touched the tip of her burning blade to ancient wicks inside a massive lantern set on one shelf, and with a sigh of relief allowed her sword to go dark.

The lantern’s glow was constant if subdued in comparison to the flickering, leaping light I’d grown used to, and we moved without comment to sit on the lowest bunks, glad to take weight off our feet after what felt like hours of tromping.

“Question,” said Emma, flopping back onto her bunk, causing a cloud of dust to puff up around her as she did so. “What is all this down here we’re walking through? Were all these rooms and machines and tunnels once used?”

Everyone turned to Imogen, who took off her spectacles and cleaned them on her apron. “Hard to say. But I’m not surprised that it’s looking run down and rusted. Recall that the Source was blocked in Ghogiel. The effect of that blockage is being felt here.”

“But Ghogiel was turned to shit,” I said. “All natural life died. Crops, animals, everything. Ash everywhere. This doesn’t feel as extreme.”

“Imagine, if you will, a slowly flowing river of…” She paused, canting her head to one side as she considered. “Jelly.”

“Jelly?” asked Valeria, clearly skeptical.

“Now, this river passes through each sphere, splitting into streams so that at times it passes concurrently through the same spheres. What happens if you cut off the stream at the top, just below Kether?”

“I know, I know,” said Brielle with false enthusiasm. Her voice then changed, turning deadpan. “An acute jelly shortage.”

“The next sphere from Kether would run out of Source magic first,” said Valeria. “Which would have been Ghogiel, Satoriel, and Belial.”

“Exactly,” said Imogen, returning her glasses to her pert nose. “Ghogiel has experienced the greatest drought. Whereas Tagimron, one sphere removed, has felt that lack at a slower pace, as the last of the Source continues to flow through here, causing it to degenerate at a slower pace than the first spheres.”

“So things will be better at Gomaliel, the next in line?” asked Emma.

“I’d imagine so, in some ways.” Imogen’s smile was bitter. “In terms of having the power of the Source to keep it going, yes. On the other hand, it’s been under Lilith’s dominion for far longer. Which isn’t good.”

“I just want to go home,” said Emma, draping her arm over her eyes. “I want to get an ice cream at Harrell’s and then catch a movie at that art house place with the armchairs. What was it called, Noah?”

“The Casa Blanca?” I asked. “Yeah. A beer and a weird French movie.”

“Well, I want an evening spent at my private spa,” said Brielle. “Oh, for one hour in a rose bath. And then a massage, followed by time spent lying on a heated marble slab as servants work scented oils into my poor skin, condition my hair…” She trailed off, taking up a lock of her fiery hair and staring morosely at its tip. “I mean, look at all these split ends.”

Imogen climbed up to a higher bunk and there sat, legs hanging over the side. “For myself, I’d have a brisk, hot shower, followed by my favorite bowl of noodle broth. With the fried rolls shoved to the very bottom, so that by the time you get to them they’ve absorbed all the flavors. After which I’d catch a lecture on harmonics or the like. I don’t care what, really. Or perhaps a walk around the Lake of Stars.”

“Yes to a bath,” said Valeria. “And food. Why did we begin this game? This is torture. A rack of pork ribs, slow grilled to perfection, so that the meat falls from the bones as you pick them, all of it slathered in piquant mud blood sauce. And a proper glass of wine, perhaps from the Clignancourt vineyard.”

“You?” asked Brielle. “Wine? I thought you’d go for dwarven whiskey or the like.”

“There are no dwarves where I’m from,” said Valeria haughtily. “And yes, wine. Why? You think strong women can’t appreciate delicate things?”

“I’m now trying to imagine you dressed in silks,” said Brielle, lying back on her bunk and raising a finger. “And… no. Not happening.”

Valeria scowled and hurled her pillow at the princess, who laughed and socked it under her head. “Thank you. Much more comfortable.”

“I’d go for a shower,” I said. “Haircut. Get my nails clipped. I mean, perhaps I’d just save time and have myself put through a carwash or something. Then…” It was my turn to lie back and interlace my hands under my head, to stare up at the wooden slats under Imogen’s pallet. “What would I want?” A knot formed in my throat. “To see my parents, I guess. Sit in the living room while they watched TV. I used to hate it when I was home, I’d be bored out of my mind. But now I’d give anything for an hour with them.”

“Your parents must be fascinating,” said Brielle, “if you’re picking them over the perfect dinner.”

“They’re not,” I said, smiling despite myself. “They’re pretty ordinary people. Good people, kinda boring - at least, I used to think so. My dad’s an accountant. My mother’s a part-time teacher. It’s not like we had a ton of great conversation, or anything. I just… I just miss them.”

Silence fell over the group, the others no doubt thinking about their own parents.

“Yeah,” said Emma at last. “I’d love to see my mother, too.”

“Not your father?” asked Imogen, moving about on her bunk above me, causing the slats to squeak. 

“My father died when I was young,” said Emma. “He was a wonderful guy, but I never knew him. My mother raised me alone. It was only later that I appreciated how hard she worked to provide for me. Growing up, I just resented her for always being gone, for my being a latchkey kid who made myself more cereal dinners than I care to remember.”

“Till Michael and I started abducting you,” I said, rolling over onto my side and propping my head on my palm. “Remember? The Hellfire Club.”

“That sounds ominous,” said Brielle. “You were villainous kids?”

“No,” said Emma, smiling sadly. “The opposite. Which is why we gave ourselves that ridiculous name. The worst we ever did was dine and dash at that new French restaurant that only stayed open for a summer. And, of course, I was so scared that I left my jacket behind.”

“Neveah?” I asked, looking down at her bunk. She’d lain down quietly, her hair pooled about her body like a wash of ink, hands laced behind her head, staring up at the slats. “What would you want if you could have anything?”

No answer. Just as it began to grow awkward and as I was about to try and play it off, she softly replied. “To see Ilandro one last time. To ask him what happened, and whether I betrayed him in truth.” 

Ilandro. The ninth savior, the man she’d accompanied out into the wastes. The savior Victor had said she’d helped kill. 

And like that the easy atmosphere of camaraderie was broken. 

“I could have sworn you’d ask for a pony,” said Brielle at last. 

And, to my surprise, Neveah smiled, then snorted, before turning on her side to face the wall.

“Was that a laugh?” asked Brielle to nobody in particular. “That was a laugh.”

“Time to eat,” said Valeria, opening her pack and digging inside for the dried rations we’d packed a lifetime ago with our army as we’d crossed Ghogiel’s desert. “And then sleep.”

“Yes, mother,” said Brielle, rising to open her own pack.

“Oh look,” said Valeria, drawing out a knife. “Something much better to chuck at you.”

I smiled and opened my own. Brushed aside the dust that had gotten inside during our last hours in Ghogiel, found one of my rations, and drew it out. 

“You could try,” Brielle was saying. “But I’d incinerate you before you drew your arm back.”

“You need your blade for that,” said Valeria sweetly. “Which is currently scabbarded at your side.”

“Children,” said Imogen. “Noah, can you pass me my pack?”

The next twenty or so minutes were spent chewing jerky and washing down the unleavened bread with sips from our water flasks. The lantern light began to fade, and we finished our dinner or whatever it was in deepening shadows. Finally it just died, leaving us in absolute darkness.

“I think Tagimron’s hinting that we should go to sleep,” said Brielle. 

“Keep your sword drawn by your side,” said Valeria. “We’ll need light quickly if something comes in.”

“Yes, mother,” said Brielle.

The blonde amazon gave a snort of exasperation, and then I heard her lie down. The others did the same, and soon silence prevailed. An aching, total silence that came from being so far underground. 

I lay there, marveling over the events that had brought us to such a place. That had plucked Emma and myself from Ohio to such a tiny room with such strange and wonderful companions. 

Just as I was about to knock out, exhausted at last beyond all belief, I heard the lightest of footsteps pad over to my bunk. Breathing as someone crouched down and pushed in next to me. Emma? It was her, her scent. I moved over, lifting the blanket so she could slip beneath it. No words. She didn’t clasp me, lay her leg over my own. Just turned around, her curved back to me, and went to sleep.

And like that I was wide awake. Painfully aware of her right there by my side. What did it mean? Why had she come over? Didn’t she care that the other four women no doubt heard her enter my bunk?

No, I guessed, as her breathing eased and grew steady. She didn’t care.

She just wanted to be close.

I turned over, so that I could curve my body around hers, and gently, carefully, rested my arm over her own.

And after long, long minutes of simply marveling and enjoying this easy intimacy, I, too, fell asleep.

 

* * *

 

Murmurs and the sound of someone going through their pack awoke me; Emma was gone, the space beside me still warm from her body. Imogen had lit a candle and set it on a shelf; by its soft light she was sorting through her backpack, a toothbrush sticking out of the corner of her mouth.

Valeria had also risen and stood off to one side, stripping off her clothing from the day before. I don’t think I can be blamed for simply resting my cheek on my palm and watching. In the golden light the interplay of her muscles was fascinating. When she reached up above her head to pull her tunic off, I gave a small shake of my head in appreciation, and then sensed someone staring at me. Looked over to where Brielle was lying, and grinned. What? I mouthed. She rolled her eyes and looked away.

In companionable silence we all arose and got ready. Neveah braided her luxurious mane of ebon hair and coiled it into a crown which she pinned neatly in place. Brielle waited till the last moment to rise, touching the lead circle in her brow every so often, and then demanded we wait for her as she took her time getting ready. I joined Valeria for some stretches and calisthenics, exercises which Emma joined as well.

At last we were ready to move out. Imogen stepped to the door at the end of the dormitory and knelt, hand pressed to the floor. 

“There’s a staircase not far ahead. I think we’ve moved far enough away from the combat zone that it’s safe to start climbing and see what we find.”

“Agreed.” I adjusted Shard’s scabbard at my hip. “We need information and supplies. Anybody in need of a leadership-styled pep talk before we head out?”

Brielle grimaced. “Please spare us.”

“Not necessary,” said Valeria.

“I’m curious,” said Imogen brightly. “Emma?”

“Um, it’s too early.” She gave me an apologetic smile. “Maybe after lunch?”

I chuckled and went to open the door, but Neveah beat me to the punch. She turned to face me as she shouldered it open. “I’ll scout.”

“Sounds good,” I said. Not like I was about to stop her. She slipped through the open door into the gloom below, and disappeared.

“Hold on,” said Emma. “It’s pitch-dark out there. How is she scouting?”

“I’ve had my suspicions for awhile now,” said Imogen, hitching her pack up about the puffy black shoulders of her French maid’s outfit. “I think she’s manifesting ever higher levels of shadow magic.”

Valeria stepped up to the door and peered after her. “Would explain her ability to disappear when a fight starts only to launch a strike when its most needed.”

“Mmmhmm,” said Imogen. “Don’t forget. Neveah was the most talented fighter and magic user of her cadre when she was selected to accompany her first savior. I don’t know just how developed her magic powers were, but perhaps some of that power is starting to return.”

“Is that a good thing?” I asked. “I mean, she lost that power when the Hexen magic cursed her, right? If her power’s coming back, does that mean the Hexen magic is weakening?”

“A good question,” said Imogen. “I don’t know. But I’ll speak with her later. See if she let’s me examine her.”

“For now, it’s an asset,” said Valeria firmly. “A scout who can operate in total darkness of her proven lethality?”

“True,” I said. “Whereas we lame-asses need a candle. Unless you’re up for flaming your sword, Brielle?”

“No,” she said. “I’m not going to reduce my magical gifts to such a banal usage. I’ll do so if needed.”

“Candle it is,” I said. 

“I’ll go next,” said Valeria. “Noah, follow with the candle so you don’t ruin my night vision. I’d suggest Emma, followed by Imogen and with Brielle bringing up the rear. Ready?”

Nods all round. I half expected a protest from Brielle, but none came. We slid out into the dark hallway beyond, and made our way quietly toward the distant stairwell. Steam pipes covered the walls like ancient arteries, and the floor was dusty and covered in curving flakes of fallen paint. We passed through intersections, countless closed doors, and finally reached the stairway. 

Neveah emerged from the shadows, hand on the hilt of her blade. “There are people down here. At least, I think they’re people. But they’re… strange. They don’t need light. I think they use echolocation to navigate, not their eyes. They didn’t sense me, but fled your approach. Harmless, I believe.”

“Morlocks,” said Emma, hugging herself. “Creepy.”

“Morlocks?” asked Imogen. “You know of them?”

“No, sorry. A reference from back home. Noah gets it.”

“Yeah,” I said. “It’d take too long to explain. Let’s head up and grab some breakfast.”

Neveah took the lead, fading away up ahead, and the rest of us followed. The stairs were broad, the steps shallow, and switchbacked upon themselves perhaps eight times as we climbed ever closer to the surface. 

Sounds began to filter down to us, a general, unfocused hubbub that was perhaps only noticeable following the tomb-like silence in which we’d been walking. The floor and walls shivered a few times as dust sifted down upon us, and we finally saw people again when we climbed up into the first subterranean level; the walls here were tagged with graffiti and posters in a language I couldn’t read, and people moved up and down the stairwell, barely pausing to examine us as we emerged from below.

“Looks busy above,” said Valeria, stepping back against a wall. “We want this kind of activity?”

The final flight of steps opened up into the surface, a broad open square through which I could see the side of a building, its windows brightly lit, people walking to and fro, and a large stall from whose angled roof a dozen small crimson paper lanterns hung. Clouds of smoke or fog drifted across, and I could smell spices, sewage, the sizzling scent of cooking meat, the mineral tang of rain - a riotous cocktail of aromas after the dusty stillness of below.

“Let’s go,” I said, seized with enthusiasm. After what felt like months in isolation or trudging across the barren wastes of Ghogiel, a vibrant market or whatever lay above us felt like just what we needed.

I joined the crowd flowing up the right-hand side of the steps. The individuals here were as varied as I could imagine; colorful robes, outlandish hats, groups of stern-eyed priestly types, warriors and beggars, women carrying empty baskets or clay pots, all of them intent on minding their business. 

Several people, however, upon glancing at my companions, had extreme reactions; they let out hoarse cries of alarm, staggered back, and then turned to run.

My group and I froze halfway up the steps. More and more people were turning to consider us. Not me, I realized; the five women behind us. 

It was as if in Tagimron real beauty was a source of revulsion. Could that be it? Were they appalled by how gorgeous all five women were?

“The Enigma’s symbols,” said Imogen, voice taut with urgency. “Quick, back downstairs.”

We hustled once more into the gloom, leaving behind the shocked stares and cries of alarm, and gathered in a dark room a ways off down an abandoned hallway.

“His mark?” I asked as I pressed the door closed.

“Must be,” said Imogen, raising her fingers to her brow. “If he is a known element, then bearing his symbol would mark us out as the enemy.”

“On the plus side,” said Brielle, “that would make that reaction a reassuring one. He’s clearly not well liked.”

“But now we can’t move around openly,” Valeria said. “He’s made life that much harder for us.”

“Headbands,” I said. “Simple enough. As long as they’re not taboo for this very reason.”

Valeria drew her knife. “One way to find out.”

In short order she’d cut strips off the end of her cloak, and the women tied them about their foreheads, giving them a rough Rambo look. 

“I feel a fool,” said Brielle. “Our first order of business will be to buy cloaks with hoods.”

“Fair enough,” said Imogen. “These at least will allow us to do so.”

I cracked open the door. “Shall we try again?”

“I’ll find us another exit,” said Imogen. “Follow me.”

Ten minutes later we emerged once more onto the surface. It was a near overwhelming experience; soaring up on all sides were the ubiquitous skyscrapers of Tagimron, but this large square appeared chock full of life and color, light and activity, as if a purse of gems had been emptied into a pothole and there lay glittering and improbable. Stalls were crowded in upon each other so tightly there was barely room to navigate between them; each was lit by its own bank of lanterns, all of them made of paper stretched over wicker frames, painted in virulent hues of the rainbow, adorned with tassels, hanging from fishing poles or the underside of eaves. Men and women haggled, shouted, laughed, cursed; I saw coins exchange hands, saw stevedores carrying mountainous piles atop their bowed shoulders, saw strange albino monkeys with two faces racing here and there, their passage usually followed by curses and flung stones. 

My mouth flooded with spit as I stared upon the various food vendors, most of whom were walking with trays hanging from their necks: fruit, vegetables, enticingly glazed meat pies, weird crustacean-like things the size of a deck of cards in banks of dirty ice, what looked like grilled rats, small cones filled with a black grain over which vermillion dressing was poured.

“Oh my stomach,” groaned Valeria, emerging next to me. “I don’t know what most of that is but I want it inside me.”

She was staring at a permanent stall whose front was four or five small grills, over which skewers of meat were being turned and basted with sauces. Our group gravitated toward it as if by some common primal instinct, and the trio of old ladies behind the grills beamed at us, eyes disappearing into a mass of wrinkles as they showed their terrible teeth.

“Five skewers,” Valeria said, holding up as many fingers. 

“Five? Very good! Five copper centi!”

Valeria frowned, dug into her pouch, and pulled forth some copper coins. “Will these do?”

One of the old women took up a coin and squinted at it suspiciously. “This is no centi!”

“It’s copper.”

They conferred quickly amongst themselves, still turning skewers as they did so, and then the first lady turned back. “Unknown currency! Surcharge. Eight copper.”

Valeria was so mesmerized by the dripping meat that she didn’t complain; she dug out the coins, handed them over, and then took her skewer with something akin to a groan of delight.

Not that I was complaining. My skewer held gobbets of lightly charred flesh interspaced with what might have been squares of pepper, onions, and maybe cloves of garlic? I didn’t care. It was all drenched in a sweet black sauce, and I think as one we devoured our skewers as quickly as we could, hissing and gasping as we seared our lips and tongues. 

“So good,” said Emma, licking her skewer and then tossing it over her shoulder. “Can we buy ten more?”

Valeria laughed, doing the same. “Let’s just set up camp by their stall.”

“Let’s just ask them to hire us,” I said. “We can do this savior stuff on the side whenever they give us time off.”

The others laughed, and reluctantly we moved on, sinking into the great flowing crowd, allowing it to pull us along past endless stalls. Everything was for sale here, and nothing looked new: weaponry, wiring, pots and kettles, hammers and screwdrivers, backpacks and saddles, bottles and jars, bone charms and ceremonial candles, piles of spices and candied cubes, coats and jackets, shoes and boots, plates and vases. Some stalls sold weirder shit: One specialized in aquariums filled to the brim with living creatures: spiders, earwigs, snakes, rats, and then stranger creatures I couldn’t recognize; we passed a tattoo parlor of sorts, where a half dozen young men and women from the same group judging from their clothing were getting the same massive tattoo across their backs; a fortune teller of sorts, her eyes pure white, seated on a mass of filthy cushions under the billowing awnings of a gaudy tent.

Endless vendors shouted at us, cajoled and begged; some even came out from behind their stalls to grip our arms, or dance alongside us, indicating with desperate grimaces that we should come back and buy everything they had. My companions earned most of the attention, however; their beauty and health drew all eyes, and I soon realized why. We stood out like nobody’s business. Everyone here was wizened, stooped, worn out, their skin sallow and pale from lack of sunlight, their frames starved, their faces pinched, their eyes burning feverishly. 

Whereas we were strong, tall, and clearly foreign; Brielle’s hair smoldered like a mass of embers in the lantern light, while Valeria’s blonde tresses gleamed as if oiled. Men catcalled, women hissed at us, and endless vendors beseeched me to buy their silks, gifts, mascara, jeweled sandals and everything else under the sun.

“Enough of this madness,” said Brielle, stopping at a stall that sold traveling cloaks. “It’s like being back home. Let’s buy five of these and be done.”

The vendor, a toad-like man who clearly took enormous pride of his great, pale belly, hurried forth to regale us with the virtues of his wares. Brielle silenced him with a peremptory glare, and picked out six hooded cloaks in short order, matching them to our height with practiced glances.

“There. Now. Somebody pay this man.”

“And there you have a glimpse into Brielle’s world,” said Imogen teasingly. “I don’t suppose you have any coin?”

“Me?” Brielle looked honestly surprised. “No, of course not.”

“I have some,” said Emma, pulling out a rather impressively filled pouch of coins. “Here.”

Brielle took the pouch, astonished, and her eyebrows rose even higher when she opened it to peer at its contents. “Where did you get so much gold?”

Emma blushed and smiled at the same time. “Back in Peruthros. Remember that downtime we had while waiting for the caravan to assemble, while we had Victor under arrest?”

“….yes?” 

“I may or may not have taken Victor’s coin purse from his confiscated belongings.”

“You what?” Brielle grinned, shocked and delighted. “You stole Victor’s gold?”

Emma’s blush deepened. “I figured he wouldn’t be needing it, and in the rush to get out, nobody seemed to have remembered about it, so…”

“Brilliant!” Brielle threw an arm around Emma’s shoulders. “And our woes are ended. After we purchase these robes, we shall proceed to buy half the market.”

Imogen took hold of Emma’s other arm and gave it a hug, leaning into her. “Very clever, Emma.”

Emma couldn’t have looked happier. 

The sight of the coin purse made the vendor all the more obsequious, but his every attempt to raise the prices were destroyed by Brielle’s sharp tongue. She so harangued and insulted him that I felt mortified on his behalf, but when we left his stall, pulling the heavy hoods up over our heads, she’d reduced his initial asking price to half and left him so admiring that he tried to convince us to stay with offers of tea and candied vegetable slices.

“So,” said Emma, her tone more confident and brisk. “Where to?”

“Where’s Neveah?” asked Valeria, turning in a circle, the extra robe hanging over her arm.

“Scouting, I’d guess,” said Imogen, working at a stain on her robe with the edge of her blade. “Noah, you might ask her to tell us before she disappears each time.”

“I might.” The prospect of demanding anything from Neveah was daunting. “But for now, we’ll continue with our mission. We need information.”

Valeria rose onto the balls of her feet and peered over the heads of the crowd. Stalls crowded our line of sight in almost every direction, but I thought that we’d probably covered most of the market by now; for all its riotous energy, it was cupped into a relatively small space between the soaring buildings that loomed over us. 

“Information can best be gathered in places where people relax and drink,” said Valeria, settling back down. “A tavern, ideally. If there is one here, it’ll be located around the edges of the market in one of the ground floor shops. Follow me.”

“I love it when she gets all commanding,” said Imogen, stepping in close by my side. “Makes me want to find her another army to boss around.”

I laughed. “I’m sure that’ll come around.”

We were almost out of the market when four individuals stepped out before Valeria, blocking her path. They wore robes of jade green over leggings and long-sleeved tunics of cream, with broad cream-colored sashes wrapped tightly about their waists. 

The market crowd drew back instinctually, the cries and shouts dying down around us as people grew silent and watched out of the corner of their eyes.

Valeria drew herself up, as tall as the man who confronted her, hand resting on the pommel of her ax. “There a problem?”

The leader of the group was a fantastically ugly man. His face was disfigured to the point of making him look part rhinoceros, with a jutting, broken, bizarrely upturned nose; a heavy brow ponderously ridged with folds of skin; and small, yellowed eyes that were spaced far too much apart. He was built like a rhino, too; unnaturally broad, with shoulders like bowling balls and a cavernous chest. A splitting maul hung at his hip, large enough to cave in cinderblocks. 

To my surprise, he placed one fist inside the other hand and bowed. “Please be excusing this interruption.” His voice was a guttering rumble like massive outboard motors on a speedboat idling at dock. “The sai-myo is being requesting your presence.”

I stepped up alongside Valeria. “We’re not from around here. Please excuse our ignorance.” Almost I mimicked his strange speech pattern. “Who is this sai-myo? A local authority figure?”

The massive man straightened. “Indeed. This market is being under the watchful care of Sai-myo Unadeen.”

There was no sign of Neveah. I’d have to trust she was watching or could find us if not close by. “Very well. Lead on.”

The rhino-dude bowed stiffly again and led us on. His three companions stepped aside, letting us all pass, and then followed at the rear. Past the last of the stalls, chatter springing up in our wake, and then to a sumptuously decorated restaurant that dominated most of the ground floor of one of the buildings. It looked almost like a Chinese restaurant; more hanging lanterns, a crimson frieze running along the front, ornate double doors or stylized iron that depicted what might have been two heavily mutated tigers rising up to claw at each other. 

Two guards in jade and cream stepped forward to open the doors for rhino-man, and we were led inside, the chaotic atmosphere of the night market falling away. The place was a restaurant in truth; elegant diners sat at round tables set comfortably apart, the tables adorned with a mad medley of glasses, china plates, serving dishes, napkins and oily-looking flowers. The left wall was dominated by a huge face looking to be carved from a single block of jade, its eyes closed in what looked like meditative serenity, while the right was the bar. Everybody focused on us, and I saw that there were another dozen jade and cream guards or whatever they were sitting here and there or seated at the bar. 

Rhino led us down the center of the room to the back, where we climbed four steps to a dais that looked designed to host musical acts. He pushed on past the curtain at the back, and led us to a smaller chamber, though only relatively speaking; the main floor had a tightly knit gaggle of tables pressed together between a surrounding walkway on which cocktail high-tops were set. Low mood lighting, tiny alcoves with spotlights on glass cylinders in which strange insects moved, and a statue of some kind of six-armed demon at the very back, its face pulled into a rictus of a scream.

The place was packed with cream and jade guards. Men and women both, mostly up around the high-tops, but a good number seated at the tables in the center, working away at big bowls of soup, their conversation stilling as they turned to regard us.

My eyes went over the crowd to the boss table in the back. Three individuals sat there, two of them with red sashes across their chests, the man in the center wearing an ornate headpiece that was all glittering gold and dangling pieces. For all his hat looked silly, he himself looked commonplace, possessing the kind of face you’d scan past in a crowd without thinking twice.

But something about his eyes. His brow and jaw. A sense of barely curbed menace. As if his face, his whole body, were but a facade, a front for something much more in line with the six-armed demon than what I saw slurping up some noodles.

Rhino moved down the steps on the far side of the dais as the men jumped to their feet and pulled their tables out to the side, opening an approach to the back table.

“Honorable Sai-myo, the foreigners, as requested.”

I followed after, supremely aware of the forty or so guards watching my every move. Still, I felt relaxed. They’d invited us here. There’d been no overt display of force or coercion. That, and we’d been actively searching for information: where better to get it than from a dude like this?

The sai-myo finished slurping up the last of his noodles, which disappeared into his mouth like a dozen slender pale tongues. That done, he set his chop sticks across his bowl, and studied me.

And something weird happened. I felt his presence wash over me in a way that I’d never experienced before. I became supremely aware of my own reservoir of magical energy, its depth and the sanskaras I’d tapped, the golden cord shimmering down its length. Shard at my hip. 

Reflexively, not knowing what I was doing, I threw a wall between us, between his prying presence, my own interiority, and shut down that revelation. 

His presence backed off. And somehow I got the sense that I’d not repelled him, so much as he was choosing not to force the issue. 

All this without a word. He didn’t move a muscle. I, however, felt sweat spring out across my brow. 

“Welcome to my hall,” he said, voice calm, subdued. “I am Sai-myo Unadeen.”

I dry swallowed. What the fuck had that been? “My name’s Noah Kilmartin. These are my friends.” I introduced each lady in short order. Chose to then go silent, putting the ball in his court.

The sounds from the far restaurant were muted, but there was nothing else to be heard. The forty or so guards present were absolutely silent. Rhino had stepped off to one side, and was watching us with guarded wariness. It felt like the pregnant pause before a really bad fight.

“Word has reached us of a disturbance in the Ornithological Quarter. A truce between the Final Skulls and Gold Fists was broken by outsiders working for the Refiners. Was this you?”

“We don’t work for the Refiners,” I said. “We don’t even know who or what that is. We just arrived in Tagimron. We appeared next to this truce meeting, and they freaked out and started attacking us and each other. So we withdrew, and are now trying to get oriented in this sphere.”

The faintest of vertical lines appeared between Unadeen’s brow. “Descriptions of the battle describe you flying, betraying a familiarity with Manipura. You and your companions defended yourselves vigorously with Muladhara. You are no casual group of intersphere travelers. What’s more, you radiate power. That blade at your hip. Where did you acquire it?”

I hesitated. Subterfuge or the truth? Were these people aligned with Lilith or neutral parties? Tagimron had been under Lilith’s heel for more than half a century. A memory: the people Harthome, who’d taken us in, healed our wounds, and then force-marched us toward Peruthros to deliver us to the enemy. 

And yet. Unadeen’s gaze was laser-intense. I’m sure he’d see through any half-assed lie on my part. 

“You ask very personal questions,” I said. “I’m willing to answer them, but in confidence, and after I’ve learned something of you in turn. You’ll excuse my reservations, but we’ve learned not to trust every honorable sai-myo we meet.”

Mutters from the gallery; the mood soured, and I saw more than one hand drop to a machete or hand ax. 

Unadeen, however, didn’t react. His gaze strayed over my companions, his eyes narrowing slightly as he focused on each one. Was he hitting them with that presence attack? What the hell could that have been? Some kind of Vishuddha psyche-imperium variant? Could he have mastered the seventh sanskara, Sahaswara, and hit me with a Focused Mind probe? Either way, this guy was powerful. The only mage I’d ever met with that kind of ability was Blindness, and if Unadeen was of that level, then we were fucked.

“Very wise,” he said at last, and the crowd relaxed. “You could, for example, have been brought in to speak with a sai-myo of the Refiners, or the Crimson Skulls.” Suddenly his face became animated and he leaned forward. “You would have found their hospitality quite different from ours!”

The crowd burst out in laughter. I fought to keep my expression neutral as I glanced around in confusion. I met Imogen’s eyes, and she gave me a minute shrug. So I wasn’t the only one missing out on something here.

“Regardless,” continued Unadeen, returning to his subdued manner. “I appreciate your caution. Yet I, too, must exercise caution, and not simply enter a private audience with relative unknowns. A stalemate. Unless you are willing to make a gesture of trust. Surrender your weapons. They will be returned to you once we conclude our conference.”

“No,” I said. “I’m sorry. I won’t give up my blade.”

“Then we are at an impasse,” said Unadeen. “And I do dislike impasses.”

“I have an idea,” said Emma, stepping forward and drawing all eyes. “I’ll give myself over as a hostage. That way you don’t need to worry about Noah being armed. Once the meeting’s over, you release me.”

“Emma!” My hiss of shock and outrage seemed to reassure Unadeen; his expression went from skeptical to complacent as he studied my expression. 

“Very well. Step forward, Lady Emma, and surrender your weapons to my forces.”

Rhino moved forward and accepted Victor’s blade from her. He held it across both palms, and I saw his eyebrows go up, and then farther still as he studied the blade, his expression near comical on his brutal face. “Sai-myo,” he said, voice muted with wonder. “This is a relic of great power.”

“Bring it here,” said Unadeen.

I watched, uncertain, feeling like I’d lost the initiative, but not willing to protest, as Rhino set the blade before Unadeen. The sai-myo leaned forward as he scrutinized it, then flicked his gaze up to Emma. “May I see the blade itself?”

Emma was out of her depth, but I knew her well enough to see how she was trying to be confident. “Yes, sai-myo.”

Very carefully, as if working with a live bomb, Unadeen drew an inch of steel from the scabbard. His expression was scrupulously neutral. For long, drawn out moments he stared at the blade, and then he slammed it home in its scabbard and pushed it to the table’s edge and stood up. 

“A relic indeed. This arrangement suits me. Come, Master Noah. We shall speak in private.”

Emma shot me another half-panicked look as she moved to sit where indicated. Valeria stepped away from our group and sat across from her, extending her muscled legs and crossing her ankles, Lizbeth’s crossbow set across her lap. “I’ll keep you company,” she said, smiling at Rhino without humor. “To make sure you don’t get bored. But I’ll hold onto my weapons, if you don’t mind.”

I nodded. Good. I didn’t want to emerge and find Emma gone. Rhino glanced to Unadeen, but the sai-myo was walking toward an alcove in the rear. So the massive man nodded uneasily, then gestured for us to follow, and led Imogen, Brielle, and myself after his leader, through another curtained off portal, and into a hexagonal room.

No table here, but rather a circle of sitting pillows. The walls gleamed in the light of a dozen candles set before small iron effigies of the six-armed demon, the gleam strange and liquid as if the walls were lacquered jade instead of painted. The scent of dry, woody incense filled the air, something like cedar, perhaps, and the domed ceiling was covered in a gorgeous painting depicting an armed force striving to reach a blazing portal. 

I meant to only glance up, but the artistry of the fresco was arresting; the army seemed to fight through a hellscape of burning clouds and angular buildings, and their postures indicated despair and yearning, bent over and clawing at the ground as if facing a hurricane-force wind. No enemies stood between them and the portal, but still they seemed unable to reach it. The portal, I realized, was closing: already its outer edges had grown dim.

Unadeen watched me with a complacent smile. “Striking, is it not?”

Imogen had sat cross-legged beside me. “A depiction of some theological event?”

“Indeed,” said Unadeen. The two figures who had been seated beside him at his boss table also joined us, each kneeling just behind Unadeen and to the side. One was a dour-faced man with a receding hairline, his fists strangely swollen, knuckles horned over as if by a lifetime of calluses, while the other was a young, dark-skinned woman, her burgundy-colored hair shaved along the sides of her head, her expression at once fierce and skeptical. 

“Sixty years ago, Tiphareth fell to the forces of Lilith, and became, as you said, Tagimron.” Unadeen’s tone grew more at ease, as if he were reciting a well-known tale. “Our sphere, which had once been the pinnacle of harmony and beauty, began to degrade. The righteous were thrown into doubt and despair; how had this come to be? Had the Source turned away from us? Had we failed it somehow? What could we do now to hasten its return?

“Worse, the portals leading to the other realms of the universe closed, and none could open them. Our realm, always small, became an oubliette; more and more people fled here, only to crowd us further.”

“There are no portals out?” asked Brielle, earning disapproving scowls from the other two. 

“None.” Unadeen’s word was final. “The greatest mages attempted everything they could, but all failed. Lilith’s mastery of Tagimron was absolute. The elite protective force of Tiphareth fractured; not only had they not been engaged in battle, but now they knew not what to do.”

“No battle?” I asked. “Lilith didn’t roll in here with an army to subdue you?”

“No. Tiphareth’s fall was sudden and unexpected. To this day nobody knows what caused it, or for how long its corruption was in the works. This galled the members of the Harmonium, led to their being mocked and denigrated. When it was clear that the portals would no longer open, that great force for good fractured into five groups, each defined by its philosophy on what had happened, and how best to react to this tragedy.”

This was great. I listened attentively.

“Our faction was founded around the desire to learn what had happened. To not rest until the truth was discovered, for our founder believed that only by knowing the cause of our fall could we work toward a solution. As such, we have become known as the Questors. We are small but tireless, though many of our older members invariably grow disillusioned and fall away, losing faith and turning to another faction in despair.”

“The Crimson Skulls and the Golden Fists,” I said. “Two of the other factions?”

Unadeen nodded. “The Skulls are violent and numerous. They believe that there is no escaping Tagimron, nor any hope of defeating Lilith. Their despair fuels their nihilism; if the war be lost, then why hold to the old values? Instead, they seek temporal power over Tagimron, and have conquered most of its buildings. They bend their energies toward destroying the other factions and seek total domination of the sphere. What then? They themselves don’t know, but nor do they worry about it. That goal is enough to keep them going.”

“And the Golden Fists?” I asked.

Unadeen spread his hands as if in apology. “They believe that only through unity and strength will we succeed. They thus demand that all factions bend knee to their own, and wed our power to theirs. They abhor our fragmented nature, and demand absolute obedience to their leadership. They thus fight nearly as much as the Skulls, but their goal is different; they seek not to dominate the people of Tagimron, but to reforge the Harmonium, and with that greater power, smash through Lilith’s control and win our freedom once more.”

“I can see the appeal of that approach,” I said. 

“As do many.” Unadeen’s expression grew grave. “Yet in their quest for unity they have become totalitarian. They brook no dissension. They have become blind to our true goal in their quest for power.”

“That’s three,” I said. “Do you mind telling us of the other two?”

“The Refiners,” said Imogen. 

“Indeed,” said Unadeen. “The smallest and most vile of the factions. Like the Skulls, they believe there is no defying Lilith. Yet unlike the Skulls they believe there is indeed a way to escape: through death, and returning to the Source. They believe it a sin to live under Lilith’s power. That a truly righteous person should prefer death with its consequent freedom.”

“Wait,” said Brielle. “Then how are they still around? Why haven’t they all killed themselves?”

Unadeen’s smile was flinty. “They take on sin in their effort to help others. By delaying their own deaths, they are able to help others return to the Source. Thus, ironically, they see themselves as martyrs.”

“So, what are you saying?” I asked. “They just go around killing everybody?”

“Not quite. Their tactics have matured over the decades. To simply kill random people in the street has proven a short-lived tactic, as invariably they are killed. No, now they wait in hiding to launch crippling strikes. They seek to topple entire buildings, or immolate an entire market, or the like.”

“That’s wonderful,” said Brielle. “A faction of mass murdering serial killers.”

“And the last?” I prompted.

“The least controversial. The Loyalists. They believe that the best way to react to Lilith’s power is to exemplify the best of the Source, and to seek to live righteously and help others here in Tagimron. That Tagimron is only such because everyone has given way to Lilith’s influence, and that if enough people were to behave righteously and live according to the Source’s dictates, they could through sheer faith turn this sphere back into Tiphareth.”

“Admirable,” said Imogen. “Their numbers must be few.”

“Indeed. They, however, are largely responsible for what civility remains in our sphere. They safeguard major hallways and markets, they assist the needy, they run charities for the starving. They are fundamentally good people, but alas. They are blind in their own way. Good deeds will not drive Lilith back. Good deeds will not break her hold over Tagimron. And what use helping a generation today if through inaction we doom all future generations to the same fate, if not worse?”

“Especially as the Source is running dry,” said Imogen softly.

“Indeed,” said Unadeen quietly. “Entropy is defeating the forces of creation. In my lifetime alone I have seen stunning transformations. Time is running out. We must discover how Lilith captured our sphere, and undo her handiwork before it’s too late.”

I sat back, mulling over this information. “Sounds like we’re on the same page, Unadeen.”

The girl beside him narrowed her eyes at me. “Sai-myo.”

“No, my name’s Noah,” I said with a shit-eating grin. “Easy mistake to make, though.”

“So.” Unadeen raised a hand, forestalling the girl’s answer. “You are questing to defeat Lilith?”

Time for a risk. After Victor, I wasn’t about to trust anybody easily, but we needed allies and more information. Call this a calculated risk. “Yes. We’ve recently come through Ghogiel, and are trying to get through Tagimron to…” I turned to Imogen, eyebrows raised. 

“Gomaliel,” she supplied.

“Then you are out of luck,” said Unadeen. “The portals, as I have said, are closed. There is as of yet no way out.”

“We’ll find one,” said Brielle with cool confidence. “That and the Elegiac Enigma promised we’d escape once we turned these symbols in our foreheads to gold. Have you seen their like before?” And she removed her headband.

She might as well have slapped the man. 

Unadeen’s eyes flared wide as if he’d been jabbed. The girl to his left startled, leaning forward, while the older gent to his right clenched his jaw and rocked back as if kicked.

“The Elegiac Enigma,” said Unadeen, voice hoarse. “He has spoken with you?”

I intervened. “Yes. He appeared to us. Mask? Fancy clothes? Appeared out of a hole in the ceiling, hanging from a rope?”

Unadeen and his disciples or whatever they were all placed their right fist inside their left hand. It was a reflexive gesture - some kind of ward? 

“He is our enemy,” said Imogen, voice cautious, probing. “He is seeking to obstruct us.”

“He is the unseen scourge of Tagimron,” said Unadeen, relaxing a fraction. “Countless attempts at bettering our lives have foundered due to his meddling. Impossible to kill, privy to impossible secrets, laughing and insolent, he works his tricks with the utmost malice. His appearance spells destruction, death, and depravity.”

“In that order?” asked Brielle.

I scowled at her. “He’s the primary agent of Lilith here, isn’t he? And perhaps the sole agent?”

Unadeen nodded. “While it’s possible Lilith’s forces move through Tagimron, they do so without our knowledge. The Enigma, cursed be his name, is her only constant. He placed those symbols on your brow?”

“He did,” said Imogen. “I did not feel a magical assault when it took place. I chalked it up to the power of Tagimron itself.”

“And you were right to do so,” said Unadeen. “That’s the symbol of the Refiners.”

I snorted. “The bastard. What a petty and annoying play on his part.”

“But an effective one,” said Unadeen. “To be caught wearing such a symbol will arouse instant hostility and fear. You’ll have to keep your brows covered at all times, which will in and of itself create difficulties for you. Tell me his words exactly.”

Again, I had to remind myself not to trust Unadeen completely; he no doubt had his own agenda. But the information he was providing was priceless. So, cautiously, I continued. “He didn’t say much. Simply that we had to change those leaden circles to gold, and only then would we be able to escape Tagimron. You’ve never heard of anything like this?”

“No,” said Unadeen. “That does not mean such information doesn’t exist, however; one of the other sai-myo’s might know more. But speaking with them will bring its own risks. Not all are as magnanimous and easy going as I.”

“Right,” said Brielle.

“Nothing comes to mind?” I asked. “Assuming the Enigma isn’t just lying to us, we’re guessing we have to pass some kind of trial for the symbols to change. And given Tagimron’s nature, we’re guessing those to be trials related to harmony, inner or outer. Is there… I don’t know, an arena in the city where people fight? Or…” I cast around, trying to think of anything suitable. “Some mystic test people can take?”

Unadeen’s frown deepened. “There is an arena, but it belongs to the Final Skulls. It is a place of butchery and debasement. Not, I think, what you are looking for. I cannot think of a ‘mystic test’ that might match your description.”

“What do the winners in this arena earn?” asked Brielle.

“Their lives,” said the girl to Unadeen’s side. “And the honor of fighting again in the arena.”

“Ah,” said Brielle. “No, that doesn’t quite sound right.”

Imogen was tapping her lips. “This revolves around transmutation, turning lead to gold, base dross into higher mana. There has to be something in Tagimron that reflects that purpose. A process. You can’t think of anything that transforms one thing into another?”

Unadeen and the girl both continued to frown, but the older man’s eyebrows suddenly shot up. “The cornucopia machines.”

Unadeen turned to stare at him. “Surely not.”

“What are those?” asked Imogen.

Unadeen waved a hand, instructing his underling to speak.

The dour-faced man rubbed a twisted thumb across his shaven upper lip. “The cornucopia machines are how we derive sustenance and water here in Tagimron. Once they were part of the portals, but when the portals failed, they were salvaged from the ruins. They, through magical processes we don’t understand, transmute what little Source energy still flows into Tagimron into food.”

“Wait,” I said. “You guys have Star Trek food replicators?”

Blank looks all round.

“No,” said the dour-faced man. “We have cornucopia machines.”

“But…” began Imogen, and gave a sharp shake of her head. “Lilith has severed the flow of the Source from Kether into her conquered spheres. Ghogiel is already little more than an ashen wasteland. If you are dependent on the flow of the Source, you will soon starve.”

“We know,” said Unadeen, expression grave. “For years now the cornucopia machines have produced ever less nourishing food. The water has grown near rancid, and requires extensive filtration before it can be drank. Yet what are we to do?”

Imogen edged forward, face alive with curiosity. “How many of these machines are there? They were once part of the portals?”

“Not many,” said Unadeen. “As you can imagine, their rarity makes them exceedingly valuable. Nobody holds one who cannot defend it from all takers. As a result, all known machines are held by the five factions. We have one. It is said that the Final Skulls have the most, around six in number.”

“And yes,” said the dour-faced man. “They were once part of the portals. Nobody alive understands their inner workings. Shortly after the fall of Tiphareth one of our greatest sages devised a way to repurpose the components of the portals so that they could still attune themselves to the flow of the Source.”

“Fascinating,” said Imogen. “Could we see yours?”

Unadeen drew himself upright. “You ask too much.”

“Oh,” said Imogen. “That’s right, you barely trust us. What can we do to remedy that?”

“A Cornucopia machine is priceless,” said Unadeen. “The existence of our entire faction depends on our ability to feed our composite members. You could not ask to see anything more sacred.”

“I understand,” said Imogen, tone abashed and respectful. “However, there must be something we can do to earn that trust.”

“Or,” said Brielle, “you could tell us where the Skulls keep theirs, and we’ll go take them.”

“Go take them,” said Unadeen, a smile quirking his lips. He turned from one side to the other to regard his disciples, then broke out in raucous laughter. “Go take them, she says!”

The girl and dour-faced man both gave sickly smiles.

“Go take them! Oh, that is delightful.” Unadeen grinned at Brielle. “Delightful indeed. But I will say this. Bring us one of the Skulls’ cornucopia machines, and we shall be delighted to instruct you in its usage.”

“Hold on,” I said. “At that point, why wouldn’t we just keep it ourselves?”

“They are exceedingly complex,” said the dour-faced man. “Nobody alive understands how they work. Only the instructions of that late great sage allows us to operate them. Without those instructions, you would be lost.”

“Indeed,” said Unadeen, leaning forward, an expression of cunning passing over his face. “Fetch us a Cornucopia machine, and we’ll teach you all you need to know. Why, you could fetch two, and become a power in Tagimron yourself!”

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

 It took us about fifteen minutes to extricate ourselves from our meeting with Unadeen, return to the main chamber, recover Emma and Valeria, and then be given a private room of our own in which we could confer. Unadeen was at turns amused and gracious, and his followers took their cues from him and relaxed their guard. 

An array of small dishes filled with strange delicacies were placed on the circular table that dominated our small room, and I eyed them dubiously, unsure what any of them were. The wan lantern light didn’t help any, either. 

Once we’d settled in and caught Emma and Valeria up to speed, I leaned back on the rear two legs of my chair and looked to Imogen.

“This a safe place to talk?”

She slipped out of her chair, knelt, and placed her hand on the floor. Closed her eyes, frowned in the way I was starting to grow really fond of, and then nodded. 

“I can’t detect any magic in or around this room, and there are no peep holes or people listening in on the other sides of the room. I think we’re safe.”

Brielle took up one of the mechanized eating implements, frowned at its coils and gears, and set it back down. “Then perhaps you can begin by explaining why you’re so interested in these cornucopia machines.”

Imogen’s glasses flared blank white as they caught the lantern light for a moment. “That should be self-evident.”

“Humor me,” said Brielle with a humorless smile.

“Unadeen said there’s no way out of Tagimron. At the very least, given the level of magic users we’ve already observed, we can assume that it’s incredibly difficult to leave this sphere, if not actually impossible. The remnants of the old portals have been taken apart and repurposed as the sole sources of food and drink. This indicates that they on some level yet retain their ability to connect with the Source, despite their no longer functioning as actual portals. The Elegiac Enigma has said that we’ll only be able to leave Tagimron once we change these iron circles in our brows to gold.”

Emma leaned forward in her seat. “You think we can use the cornucopia machines to make that change?”

“Not directly, no. Though they can translate the power of the Source into foodstuff, I don’t think they’ll directly change our symbols to gold. Given what we’ve observed and learned of the Enigma, I’m guessing we’ll need to undergo some trial that aligns with Tagimron’s nature, i.e. something along the lines of disharmony. However, the cornucopia machines are the only magical devices of significant power that can effect some kind of translation, and the fact that they were once the actual portals is all the more telling. I’ve no working theory as of yet, but I do believe we need to examine one of these devices.”

Valeria crossed her arms over her chest. “If they’re as important as you say, then they’ll be heavily guarded. And not just by standard security - they’ll know that the other factions have potent magic users, and will defend their machines accordingly.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, and then bit her lip. 

My turn. “While there might be powerful magic users here, I doubt there’s a team as versatile and motivated as our own. And unless something else comes up, I think getting our hands on a Cornucopia Machine is our current best bet. Which means we need more information: where do the Final Skulls keep theirs? What sort of defenses are in place?”

“If I can get close enough,” said Imogen, “I can use geomancy to answer most of those questions.”

“We’ll need to be careful,” I said. “We’ve already gained some notoriety with the Skulls. We can’t tip them off as to our interest.”

“Which is why I should go investigate with Neveah, and the rest of you wait here,” said Imogen. “Between Neveah’s natural stealth abilities and my own powers of geomancy and psyche-imperium, we should be able to uncover what we need to know without too much difficulty or risk.”

I wanted to protest. The thought of letting them both out of my sight was strangely unnerving. 

Imogen read my reluctance. “Think about it, Noah. The six of us will naturally draw more attention than two. Or one, really, as Neveah will mostly be out of sight. That and any encounter with the rest of our group along will no doubt turn into a fight, whereas I can more easily talk my way out of trouble if I’m alone. Best if she and I do our recon.”

“She’s right,” said Valeria. “I’m also worried about letting them scout alone, but it’s the wisest course.”

“That and Imogen and Neveah can more than adequately take care of themselves,” said Brielle. “Whereas if you and Emma were to come, we’d no doubt spend half our time simply taking care of you.”

“Nice, Brielle,” I said, seeing Emma ducking her head out of the corner of my eye.

Brielle shrugged. “It’s the truth. Your go-to solution is to wave Shard and chop off heads.”

“Regardless.” I put Brielle’s words out of my mind. “Let’s go with Imogen’s plan. We’ll reconnect with Neveah, and start investigating. The rest of us will stay here at Unadeen’s compound. If we promise him the Cornucopia Machine once we’re done with it, he should be more than willing to host. That and put off betraying us till he’s got the machine in hand.”

“You don’t think he’s trustworthy?” asked Emma.

“Nobody’s trustworthy,” I said. “Nobody outside our group. Victor taught me that lesson.”

Brielle’s smile was cutting. “Glad you’ve finally learned that lesson.”

“I might be slow, but I get there. I’m going to go speak with Unadeen and tell him of our decision. Imogen, why don’t you and Valeria step back out into the market and try to reconnect with Neveah.”

“And me?” asked Brielle.

“You sit there and look pretty.” I rose and moved to the door. “Let’s get to work.

 

* * *

 

The next four days passed slowly. At Unadeen’s prompting, we lay low and stayed indoors, avoiding further attention and allowing Imogen and Neveah to slip out each day to reconnoiter and learn more about the Final Skull’s territory. The rest of us stayed to our rooms, three tiny chambers that had probably been storage closets, each with a bunkbed, along with access to a break room/kitchen barely large enough for us to eat in and the rest of the complex behind the restaurant. It felt like living in the spare room inside an engine block, all of us crowded into the interstices that endlessly subdivided rooms had become.

And in truth, it felt good to slow down for a bit, to sleep full nights and wake up without a sense of urgency or danger. After what felt like months traveling across Ghogiel with Victor’s army, after endless days of violence and depravity, of desperation and betrayal, a few days of downtime were like a cool balm on a fevered brow. 

Valeria organized a training regimen for Emma and I. We didn’t have access to a regular gym, but she quickly made it clear that one wasn’t needed. Water jugs strapped to broom handles suffice for squats, bench presses, and deadlifts, while a simple bar was more than enough for pull-ups.

“Not even one?” she asked Emma, eyebrow raised.

“No,” said Emma, crossing her arms. “I’ve never had much upper body strength. Most girls where I come from don’t.”

“Try,” said Valeria, stepping to one side. “I’m sure you can do just one.”

Emma looked like she wanted to argue, but instead pursed her lips, bound her long, blonde hair back into a pony tail, and stepped up to the iron bar. Valeria had wrapped it with tape like the knuckles of a boxer to both insulate us from its rusted surface and give us grip. Emma reached up, her shirt riding high to reveal a band of pale, flat stomach, and gripped it with an overhand hold. Took a deep breath, then tried to lift, bending her elbows, straining, managing to get about halfway before releasing with a gasp.

“We’ve got lots of work to do,” said Valeria. “Don’t worry. Everybody has to start somewhere, some time. Now you, Noah. Let’s see how many you can do.”

Great.

I stepped up, took hold of the bar, and took a deep breath. Back in Ohio I’d been proud of doing three in a row. But I’d been through a lot since then. My body had changed, reacting to the exercise, the fighting, my bond with Valeria. My physique was almost alien to myself now, my body muscled and lean, my shoulders broad enough to strain my shirt. 

Ten. I’d shoot for that and declare myself satisfied.

I pulled myself up. A clean, easy raise, chin passing the bar, muscles of my back and shoulders moving with easy, coiled strength. Hit five without any difficulty. Began to feel a burn at around eight or nine. 

Hit ten, and decided to keep going.

Fifteen, feeling the burn deepen, spread, my breath growing tight. 

Twenty. 

Began to slow, needing to really dig deep for those last inches. 

By twenty five I thought I was done, but with supreme effort I managed to hit thirty before I dropped, palms smarting, breathing deeply, proud of myself and trying hard not to smirk.

It sure helped that Emma was gazing at me in surprise, perhaps even shock. 

“Good,” said Valeria. “Thirty is a solid number. You should be at around fifty, however, given your bond to me and your own direct connection to the Source. Plenty of room for you to improve.”

“Fifty?” I tried hard not to sound defensive. “Can you do that much?”

Valeria’s smile was more a smirk. “Fifty? I think I might. You count.”

She reached up, took hold of the bar, and rose. And when I say rose, I mean she seemed to float up effortlessly, not slowing at any point, her head clearing the bar completely so that the tops of her shoulders nearly did the same.

Her descent was as flawless, as smooth, as controlled. 

“One,” I said.

Her physique was clearly visible through her shirt, and it was hard to not simply gape as she rose and fell. Her shoulder blades slid back and forth, muscles coiling and bunching then releasing as her lats swelled. The definition of her shoulders were incredible, but her true strength was betrayed by how easily she executed each raise, her ankles delicately crossed, her lower body never rocking back and forth, so that her rise and fall became mesmerizing in its mechanical repetition.

“Shit,” said Emma, not even trying to hide how impressed she was.

“Forty seven, forty eight, forty nine, fifty.”

No break in her rhythm, no slowing, no agonizing creep over the last few inches of the bar. Valeria dropped, turned, smiled, her face flushed, her brow glistening with sweat. “Yeah, I think I hit fifty.”

“Show off,” I said, trying to hide how stunned I was with a grin. “That was all a set-up.”

She winked at me. “Maybe. Now grab those blades. Time to get to work.”

Brielle joined in, squaring off against me as my training partner while Valeria coached Emma through the basics of swordplay. Victor’s blade looked far too large for her slender arms, but she gripped it with tight focus and followed Valeria’s every admonition and piece of advice. 

Her intensity was sobering. She was clearly serious about improving her skills. So I in turn focused hard on the drills Valeria had me work on, ignoring Brielle’s raillery as I sought to remain focused on all of my body parts; keeping my shield up, staying aware of my foot work, my balance, seeking to not telegraph my next attack, blending my parries with my ripostes.

“That’s enough for now,” said Valeria, stepping back and propping her blade across her shoulder. 

“A little more,” said Emma, her face gleaming with sweat, strands of her pale blonde hair plastered across her brow.

“Show me your palms,” said Valeria.

Emma winced, put her blade down, and did so. Her palms were a fiery red, several blisters having already formed and burst.

“No sense in pushing you till you can’t hold a blade. Go soak those in cold salt water. We’ll pick this up tomorrow.”

“Don’t worry, honey,” said Brielle, slinging an arm over Emma’s shoulders. “We’ll make a warrior of you yet. Look at these.”

Emma ran a thumb over Brielle’s palm. “Wow.” She sounded like she meant it. “I thought princesses had super smooth palms?”

“Not the ones who kick ass and wield blades of fire. Come. Let’s tend to those hands.”

They walked out together, talking animatedly, leaving me in the tiny workout room with Valeria, who was putting the practice blades away on an improvised rack.

“Thanks,” I said, sheathing Shard. “This means a lot to Emma.”

“My pleasure,” said Valeria. “Noah.”

I was already half turning to the door. Stopped, checked by the change in her tone of voice. “Yeah?”

Valeria stepped up to me, her approach slow, her eyes half-lidded, chin lowered so that she stared at me through her lashes. “I don’t know quite how to put this. But I wanted to express something.”

And like that my heart rate picked up, and I became supremely aware of how we were alone in this tiny room, the door having swung closed behind the other two women. 

“Yeah?”

“Any small group will develop its own dynamics. The roles the members play.” She stopped before me. Her scent of clean sweat was intoxicating. The beads of moisture across the top of her chest above the hem of her tunic, in the hollow of her throat. “And I know what my role is. I’m the tactician, the warrior. I have to think about security, about keeping everyone safe, making sure we don’t make any basic mistakes when it comes to logistics, movement, combat.”

“Right,” I said. “And you’re amazing at it.”

“But that’s not all I am.” She placed both hands on my chest, and I became aware once more of how I’d changed. How I was no longer the pigeon-chested guy from Ohio, but now a muscular dude in my own right, my chest broad and powerful. “I’m a woman, too. I’ve got different needs. Things I haven’t been able to enjoy in a long time. Sides of myself I’ve repressed in the name of duty and necessity.”

My throat had grown tight. I didn’t know what to say, so I kept quiet.

Valeria’s eyes were lowered. “And I’m not just talking about sex. I’m talking about… well. Never mind. I just wanted to remind you that there’s more to me than you see when we’re on the trail. That I’m more than just a warrior woman. That I wish this situation were different, that we lived during a time of peace, in some city, and could spend time together, doing different things… I wish I could show you my other sides. Other things I enjoy.”

“Valeria,” I whispered, moving my hands up to cover her own. I wanted to tell her I knew that. That she didn’t have to say it. But that would have been a lie. I had slipped into thinking of her as this simple warrior woman. Tactical, direct, strong, relatively humorless. Thinking of her as the role she played in our group.

Valeria lifted her face to my own. I could see that awareness in the depths of her eyes. The pain in her smile. 

So I cupped her face. “One day, we’ll live in that city. Maybe back home in my world. And then we’ll go on a date. You’ll pick what we do. You show me whatever side of you you want me to see. I swear it.”

“If we get through this,” said Valeria, eyes glimmering with tears.

“We will get through this,” I said. “Lilith is royally screwed. She doesn’t know it yet, but we’re going to bring her down so hard she won’t even know what happened. And then we’ll go get a fucking ice cream sundae or something, and you can wear a sundress or whatever, and we’ll go about living our lives just as we want.”

She bit her lower lip, hesitated. “And the others?”

No easy answers there. “I don’t know. I care for all of you. Even Brielle. Though things with Neveah are complicated. But… that doesn’t change what I just swore. If you want that.”

“I do,” she whispered. “So very much.”

I kissed her. Her lips were soft, her movements tentative, and then she kissed me back, hungry, and I became aware all over again of her phenomenal body. Its contours, its curves, how primal and physical she was. For a moment we just stood there, kissing each other as if the world was about to end, and then she took hold of my wrists and pulled my hands down to cup her perfect ass.

I needed no more urging. I squeezed her taut butt, loving how tight and rounded it was, and pulled her against me, so that she rubbed her mound against my straining cock.

She broke our kiss, pulled back but a fraction of an inch. Voice husky with desire, looking up at me through her blonde lashes, she whispered, “I want you to fuck me really, really hard.”

“Yes ma’am,” I said, a shiver running through me as she undid the drawstrings of her pants and allowed them to flow down the curves of her thighs to puddle around her feet. She took my right hand and brought it around to the front, so that I cupped her sex, felt how wet she’d already become. 

“Everything I said before was true,” she whispered. “But right now I want to feel your need. I want you to fuck me like an animal.”

A growl arose deep in my chest and I pushed her against the rough wall. Her eyes opened wide as she pressed her cheek to the cinderblocks and thrust her ass out at me. Holy shit, but I couldn’t stop admiring that curvaceous perfection. Those curves, how pert and perfect they were, how her panties had slid between her cheeks. 

I undid my own drawstrings, shoved my pants and underwear down as she peeled her panties down over her ass, exposing her glistening slit, the golden hair trimmed short, the puckered dark start of her asshole. 

“You want it hard?” I asked roughly, spreading a cheek with one hand, guiding my cock between her swollen lips with the other. 

Her smile was wicked. “Harder than I think you give it.”

“Time to find out,” I growled, and moving my hands to her hips I slid deep inside her, one fell thrust, deep into her wet perfection, her pussy gripping me tight as she gasped, the twin muscles that ran from the small of her back all the way up flaring into view. 

I didn’t pull back out. Instead I just ground into her, feeling her ass squash against my hips, stirring her insides with my cock, slow, tight circles as she moaned and pushed back against me. 

“Ready?” I asked.

“Yes,” she moaned. 

“Beg for it.”

“Fuck me,” she whispered, hands pressed to the wall, thrusting back against me. 

“Beg for it.”

“Please, Noah,” she said, voice a tortured moan. “I need your cock. Please. I’m begging you. Fuck me. Fuck me so hard it hurts. Please.”

I almost came right there, her need such, her body so perfect, that I could barely contain myself. Instead I reached up, grabbed her thick blonde braid in one fist and began to fuck her just as she asked, the first few thrusts slow, merciless, but picking up speed, letting the natural vitality and power of my new body release itself.

“Fuck,” she grunted, steadying herself, her whole body shaking as I pounded her. “Fuck, yes. Like that, Noah. Harder. Please. Harder.”

I leaned back, holding myself from falling by one hand gripping her hip, and pistoned into her, feeling fucking glorious, letting all control fall away, each thrust sliding me deep inside her, over and over and over again. I felt like I could do this forever, and when she came it took me by surprise - she cried out, only to clamp a hand over her mouth, her whole body clenching my cock like a fist, her pussy constricting as she came.

The sound of her muffled cries as I continued to pound her only spurred me on - the sight of her squeezing her eyes shut as wave after wave of ecstasy hit her goaded me to fuck her faster, harder, and that only made her orgasm all the better, continuous. She hung her head, arms extended before her, bent over completely now, her back hunched as she shook and shivered, crying out over and over again through her fingers. 

I slowed down, hips undulating as I leaned forward to slip my fingers over her pussy, finding her clit and gently rubbing it, side to side, working at fucking her as I did so, and that drove her over the edge. She pushed herself up, leaned back against me, grabbing her full breasts as she did so, pinching her nipples, head lolling back on my shoulder, eyes rolling up as I worked her from behind and in front, faster and faster till she was crying out again, helpless.

I could feel my own orgasm coming like a luminous avalanche, a glowing tidal wave, rising up from my core, the world turning gold and white as with a cry I thrust as deep into her pussy as I could, lifting her to her tiptoes, straining with everything I had, only to cum explosively, convulsively into her, one arm wrapped around her chest, clutching her to me, the other grasping her exposed throat as I buried my face in her neck as we came together.

The moment lasted for an eternity, and when we finally emerged out the other side we sagged down, her knees buckling so that she’d have fallen to her knees if I hadn’t held her up.

“By the fucking Source,” she gasped, voice ragged, breathing in rapid gasps.

I was still embedded deep inside her, the sensation luxurious, the aftershocks of her orgasm rippling every few seconds up and down my shaft. “That what you wanted?”

“Fuck yes,” she moaned, passing a hand over her eyes. “I can’t think right now. Give me a moment.”

I slid almost out then back in, slowly pumping her while she moaned gently, and then she staggered away from me, looking like she was learning to walk all over again, and caught herself on the pull-up bar.

I pulled my pants back up, tucked myself away, and just stood there admiring her. Her languorous, powerful, sensual body. My reverie was interrupted by a knock on the door.

“If you guys are done in there, lunch’s ready.”

Brielle.

Fuck. 

Valeria gathered herself, yanked her pants up, turned to me, eyebrows raised, then something about the moment caught us, triggered us at the same time, and we cracked up. I stepped up to her, cupped her cheek, kissed her. “Are we done?”

She pretended to think it over. “Hmm. Maybe. Though just for now.”

“I’ll settle for that.” I reached down to cup her sex, felt how swollen and hot she still was. “Though we’ll have to pick up where we left off soon.”

Valeria kissed me again, bit my lower lip, and then stepped away. “Touch me there again and I’ll demand another fuck.”

I spread my arms. “Tell me the time and place.”

“Tonight, then,” she said, lowering her eyelids, that wicked smile returning. “And this time it’ll be my turn to have my way with you.”

“Deal,” I said. “But for now: lunch?”

“Lunch,” she agreed, extending her hand toward me.

I took it, interlaced my fingers through her own, and led her out the door, both of us grinning like fools.

 

* * *

 

We trained four hours each morning, so that by the time Unadeen’s men served lunch I was exhausted, my legs shaking, my arms like boiled noodles. We’d eat, spend a little time talking, and then I’d work with Emma on her meditation, teaching her what Imogen had taught me in turn, as well as coaching her on my own discoveries. We did this for about an hour, and then Valeria would have us practice with wooden blades, working on precision and speed as we went through her endless drills, the rat tat tat tat of our blades clacking against each other speeding up till each blow was barely distinguishable from the last.

Imogen and Neveah would return in time for dinner, and then we’d all sit in the tiny kitchen, two girls up on the counter, three of us around the table, the last to arrive forced to stand in the doorway, bowls in hand, as they recounted their latest discoveries.

And slowly a picture emerged of the Final Skulls’ domain and of Tagimron itself.

The city was the sphere. On some level I’d imagined plains of dust extending out in all directions beyond the buildings, some parallel to Ghogiel, but that wasn’t the case; the massive, continuous city hovered in nothingness like some impossible mental construct, built on a massive chunk of bedrock that was near hollowed out from all the tunnels and subterranean chambers. Jump off the edge and you just fell away into the void. Dig too deep? Your pickaxe would break through into nothingness. No fields, no trees, no gardens, no rivers. Just a massive island of buildings the size of Manhattan, and each skyscraper so filled with people that they were like vertical slums, dozens of people living in tiny rooms, all of them packed cheek to jowl, and endless vertical labyrinth of human activity, veritable hives of humanity, building upon building upon building. Doctors, dentists, small factories, restaurants, businesses, drug dens, chutes and shafts, bars and taverns, schools and endlessly more variations filled each one, with garbage being tossed into the narrow chasms between the buildings or carried to the edge of the sphere and tossed out into the void.

The Final Skulls controlled much of this, perhaps a full two thirds of the skyscrapers, their gang members living like medieval barons, taking what they wanted and punishing whomever offended them as they saw fit. Food and drink streamed endlessly from their cornucopia machines, ensuring passive obedience from everyone under their dominion, and every excess was not only permitted but encouraged by their number.

Imogen stirred the bowl of salty broth and noodles with her chop sticks. “It’s far easier to get around than I expected. Nobody looks at you twice, everybody intent on getting to their destination without causing trouble. The approach of a Final Skulls patrol is heralded by unease like a near tangible wave spreading before them - it’s easy to duck out of sight and avoid them as a result. And the smell! The hallways reek. Most people don’t bother getting rid of their trash, and simply dump it in stairwells or out their windows if they have them. Cockroaches and rats are everywhere. Some alleys your every step is accompanied by the sound of little crunches as you crush them underfoot.” 

She shuddered and contemplated her food, appetite seeming to disappear. “It’s awful.”

“But we’re making progress in identifying our targets,” said Neveah, slurping down her food without any problem. “The Skulls have six machines, and keep them in pairs across their domain. Security is intense, but given how overcrowded everything is, they’ve not been able to truly isolate them.”

“Right,” said Imogen. “We’ve located the closest pair. It’s hard to tell exactly how many floors up it is, but I’d guess around nine or ten. They’re surrounded by warehouse rooms, where excess food and gang goods are kept, and that serves as a buffer of sorts.”

“The machines themselves are kept in a metal-lined room,” said Neveah. “Meant to prevent attackers burrowing their way in. They run continuously, generating food and water for hundreds of thousands.”

Imogen set her bowl aside. “From what people have told us, the food and water are generated onto a conveyor belt of sorts, which runs out of the control room into a large space where Skulls members pack them into transport crates and carry them out. This room is where most of the security is, as there’s no other way into the control chamber. Apparently, being appointed to security is the best job in Tagimron; you get first pick of food and water, and just spend your time sitting around on guard.”

“These guards are still elite,” said Neveah. “High-level magic users. I don’t see how we could fight our way past them without taking casualties.”

“What about inside the control room itself?” I asked.

“Still dangerous,” said Imogen. “I had to use psyche-imperium to get this information, but apparently there’s a high-level geomancer at work in the chamber at all times, sensing the approach of any strangers. You can’t get close without being detected, and the metal doors to the room are kept locked and warded at all times. The machines themselves are run by a team of specialized adepts, three at a time, who run maintenance and are on hand in case of malfunction. Finally, the head of security on shift is stationed inside the control room at all times; they’re one of the Skulls’ most powerful magic users, and take their positions very seriously.”

“That doesn’t sound too bad,” said Brielle, tone airy. “We just have to get past an exterior chamber full of killer magic users, into a locked and warded chamber, where we have to kill another group of dangerous people, all the while avoiding a geomancer’s detection, and then escape with the machines before reinforcements arrive, into the most crowded setting possible, where people loyal to the Skulls will no doubt report which way we go in the hopes of getting their food back. Simple.”

“It does sound rather daunting,” said Valeria. “Any initial ideas about how we should go about pulling this off?”

“Not yet,” said Imogen, frowning. “But we’re not done investigating. I’m sure something will suggest itself.”

“This is like a heist movie,” said Emma. “A show - or performance, I guess you could call it - that we’d watch back home that dealt specifically with these kinds of situations. Getting something precious out of an extremely dangerous situation.”

“Really?” Imogen sat up straight. “That’s great. Do any strategies suggest themselves?”

Emma glanced at me. “Well, back home we have a lot more advanced machinery. The movies dealt with lasers, bank vaults, had getaway cars… But. They all involved teams like ours who had to insert themselves into these secure locations. They’d often do so by impersonating officials. Like, in this one movie, they scouted out the location by having one of the team members pretend to be a television repairwoman. And in another they would enter these casinos by pretending to be inspectors or high rollers.”

“Hmm,” said Imogen, tapping her lips. “Perhaps we could seek to impersonate Final Skulls officials.”

I leaned back in my chair. “What if we joined the Skulls, or pretended to, to gain access?”

“No,” said Imogen. “That wouldn’t work. Only their highest-ranked members gain access to this area, and that after years of proving themselves. Newcomers wouldn’t be allowed anywhere close. Remember, they’re on the lookout for interlopers from other factions attempting to do the exact same thing.”

“Doesn’t sound promising,” I said, rubbing at my chin. “But there has to be a way.”

Neveah finished the last of her broth and set her bowl aside. “It might be easier to get access to Unadeen’s Cornucopia Machine.”

I frowned. “True. But… he’s proving a generous host thus far. I’d rather not betray him if we didn’t have to.”

“Keep it in mind,” said Neveah, rising to her feet. “Our goal in Tagimron is to proceed to the next sphere. Not to make friends.”

“True,” I said, “but also not at the expense of our character or morals. That’s what the Elegiac Enigma would want, at any rate. Let’s try and act like the good guys, at least, for as long as we’ve got options.”

Neveah considered this, nodded, and swept her lustrous hair back inside her hood. “Very well. I’m going to go do more scouting. We’ve yet to explore the floors above and below the control room.”

“Yes,” sighed Imogen, rising to her feet as well. “More to learn. Though! Perhaps therein lies the key.”

“You just got back,” protested Emma. “You’re going back out at night?”

Imogen and Neveah shared a look. 

“Yes,” said Imogen. “The city changed at night, though how people decide when the ‘sun’ sets and ‘night’ begins is yet beyond me. But we agreed to look around in the evening to see if anything different leaped out at us.”

“Be careful,” I said.

Imogen leaned over and kissed my cheek. Her smile was genuine and warm. “Always.”

 

* * *

 

We stayed up waiting for their return. There was no spoken agreement, but rather a sense of being on watch, an awareness that, if they hadn’t returned by dawn, we’d simply set out after Imogen and Neveah.

To our relief, they returned a little after midnight, reeking of cigarette smoke and sewage. We’d opened a grate in what might once have been a chimney so as to allow plaintive music to filter down from an apartment somewhere above us, and I was about to kindle a little fire in the stove with which to brew a third pot of coffee when Imogen pushed open the narrow door of our tiny break room. I turned, nearly spilling the coffee grounds across the counter, and quickly took her in; no wounds, no injuries.

“Neveah?” I asked.

“Here,” said Neveah, entering in after Imogen. She hiked up onto the counter, and I saw numerous scrapes and shallow cuts across her body, as if she’d fallen into a massive briar patch. “I’m fine. Coffee would be good.”

“Sure thing,” I said. “Brielle?”

“I’m not a utility tool,” said the princess from where she sat, knees under her chin, wedged in behind the table and under some cabinets, a book opened before her. 

“And?” Emma leaned forward, chipped mug in hand. “Developments?”

“Yes.” Imogen flashed a grin as she sank into what had been my chair. “What a crazy place this is. You won’t imagine what’s directly beneath the control chamber and processing floor.” Imogen glanced around at us expectantly.

“A brothel,” Neveah deadpanned. “Quite an operation.”

“A brothel?” Emma wrinkled her nose. 

Imogen beamed at us. “Complete with a stage on which the women dance as they disrobe.” 

I raised an eyebrow. “You seem weirdly excited about this strip joint.”

“Strip joint?” Imogen raised an eyebrow, then waived the slang term away. “Yes. Because directly behind the stage, hidden behind a secret door of sorts, is a staircase that leads down to another apartment. I believe it’s an escape hatch for the women in case the crowd gets ugly.”

“We don’t want to escape a brothel by fleeing down,” said Brielle, tone droll. “We want to break into the control room by going up.”

“The stairs also go up, but the doorway to the processing floor is bricked up. There is, however, an old ventilation panel above the door that’s locked from the other side.”

I blew the sparks to flame in the kindling, then glanced over at Imogen. “I’m still not seeing how that helps us. How are we to use a ventilation panel that’s locked on the other side and leads into a room filled with heavy-hitting magic users?”

“I’m not completely sure,” said Imogen, slumping a little in her seat. “But I believe it’s an overlooked approach. The doorway was bricked up ages ago, and the shaft, being locked from within, must not be observed closely.”

Valeria stood in the doorway that led to our three miniature rooms. “And how did you get all torn up, Neveah? Angry strippers?”

Neveah raised an eyebrow, and I was strangely heartened; that gesture alone spoke volumes as to how much she’d changed from when we’d first met her, back when we couldn’t get her to even vary her tone of voice.

“There’s a window in the stairwell that leads out to a large shaft. Imogen’s geomancy couldn’t extend far enough for us to determine how far the shaft dropped and to where, so I snuck out and tried to make my way down.”

“Not good?” I guessed.

“Passable, on a literal level. But dangerous. The shaft walls close in on themselves as you descend, and are choked with refuse, discarded furniture, and rotting foodstuff. It’s used as a garbage chute. The shutters that lead into other rooms are all made of metal and firmly locked. However, with effort, I was able to pierce the bottom of the shaft and escape into an abandoned service tunnel that led into a series of old engine rooms.”

“Hmm.” I blew gently on the kindling, then added thicker sticks. “Valeria, take over here?” 

At her nod, I turned to consider the table, imagining a map across its chipped and stained surface. “So, there’s an iron-clad control room with a geomancer, head of security, and three technicians inside it at all times. A conveyor belt brings the constant supply of food and water to a processing floor where everything’s placed in crates under the watchful eye of even more security. There’s a ventilation grate that’s locked from the inside and which leads to a stairwell that descends past a strip club. What sort of security on the strip club?”

“Nothing serious,” said Neveah. “It’s clearly a different operation. A couple of large men at the door, a third man observing the crowd within.”

“Right. Finally, there’s a chute that descends through garbage and which gives out to engine rooms. Am I missing anything?”

“One more thing.” Imogen forced herself to sit up straight. “The Final Skulls are very vigilant when it comes to their cornucopia machines. They have teams of inspectors who do the rounds, making sure that security is tight and everything is as it should be. I got this information from a homeless man who lives in a dumbwaiter in the main stairwell that leads past the entrance to the processing floor. The inspection team comes by once a week, and more importantly, it’s rarely the same crew. Apparently, being on the team is another plum appointment for the Skulls’ favored. I can’t say to the efficacy of their system, but it proves an exciting opportunity for us based on Emma’s previously mentioned plan.”

Emma sat up straight, brushing her pale hair behind one ear. “We’re to impersonate an inspection team?”

Imogen nodded pensively, as if not yet completely convinced of the plan. “The teams are always three strong, so only three of us could do so. But yes, it’s possible. We waylay the real team, take their uniforms and identification, and then enter the processing floor. With a little luck, we could then bluff our way into the control room.”

I wished there was room to pace. “Problem. You won’t be allowed to remove the Cornucopia Machine. Nor will you be able to fight your way out.”

“True,” said Imogen. 

“And we can send in backup,” said Valeria, coaxing the flame into life, “due to the geomancer.”

“About that.” Imogen gave a weary smile. “Geomancers can interfere with each other’s abilities. Imagine his ability to read the immediate environment as a play of light over the physical features at hand. If I am more powerful than him, then I’ll be able to falsify what he detects by projecting my own version over the environment. He’ll read what I put out, allowing me to blind him.”

“If you’re more powerful than he is,” said Brielle.

“True. However, I have achieved the eighth circle in geomancy. I seriously doubt they’ll have placed such a powerful magic user in such a role.”

“Say you can jam him,” I said. “You and two others could enter the control room while preventing him from detecting others.”

“They won’t let strangers enter after you,” said Valeria, turning to consider me. “Even if the geomancer stays quiet.”

“Whomever goes in with Imogen could unlock the ventilation panel,” said Emma. “You could engineer a distraction of some kind, and slip over to it while people are busy. Unlock it, and then Neveah could slip inside, using her stealth abilities to avoid notice.”

“Possible,” allowed Neveah. “I could fit through the panel.”

Excitement twisted my gut. “All right. So, say Imogen, myself, and Valeria all go in as the inspection team. We jam the geomancer, unlock the panel, and go into the control room. I could come back out at some point to complain about something, and Neveah could creep into the control room while the door’s open and I’m holding people’s attention.”

Valeria set the kettle over the flames. “There are a lot of dangerous variables in this plan.”

“True. But let’s keep running with this idea. We get inside, close the door, and take out the people within. With them neutralized, we take out the cornucopia machines -”

“That would immediately halt production,” said Imogen, “alerting everyone outside.”

“Then that’s what I come out to complain about,” I said. “I come out and say that the machinery’s not been looked after, and that we’ll be halting production to do a quick cleaning. Neveah sneaks in, I go back after her and close the door.”

Imogen nodded slowly, conceding the point. “All right.”

“We secure the machines - well, let’s just say one, for ease of transportation - and then bluff our way back out the door, again causing enough of a distraction that Neveah’s able to escape with the machine, back through the panel, and then out and down the garbage chute.”

Neveah frowned, clearly not thrilled with her role. 

“Problem,” said Imogen. “The cornucopia machines are small but not tiny. I was talking to Unadeen about their proportions and they’re about a foot square, and quite heavy. Neveah, can you escape with something so bulky?”

“How heavy?”

“I’m not sure. We could get more specific details from Unadeen, I’m sure.”

“It would be difficult,” said Neveah. “Especially if I’m detected and have to evade pursuit.”

“Hmm.” I stared down at the tabletop, envisioning the layout. “We can’t fight our way out. We’d be pursued and run down. Plus, being in the center of a Skulls’ hive, we’d be marked out every step of the way by loyalists. Imogen, can they track the cornucopia machine itself?”

She took off her spectacles and rubbed at her eyes. Slipped them back on. “Possibly? I wouldn’t be surprised if the geomancer was attuned to it. Something that important… quite possibly. But only while it was within his range of power. I doubt he’d be able to quest for it across entire buildings.”

“Can anything block your geomancy?”

“We can’t see through lead,” said Imogen. “It’s why I’ve not been able to see into the control chamber. There must be lead mixed in with the protective metal plating.”

“Then how does this geomancer see out?” asked Emma.

Imogen shrugged. “The only thing I can think of is that he’s attuned himself to those walls through rune binding or the like. It’s an arduous, expensive process, but it would turn those lead walls to glass for him.”

“But not all lead.”

Imogen smiled gratefully to Valeria as she poured steaming water into a cloth filter filled with coffee grounds. “Thank you. And no. Not all lead. Not that I know of, at any rate.”

“So if we dropped the machine into a lead box…?”

Imogen nodded. “It would disappear.”

“But that would make the machine even harder to transport,” said Valeria, setting the kettle back. “A lead box would weigh a ton.”

“It doesn’t have to be thick lead,” said Imogen. “Simply continuous sheets thereof.”

“Still. Neveah would be hard pressed to flee pursuit with a lead box filled with machinery over her shoulder.”

“She won’t have to.” I grinned and turned to Brielle, who narrowed her eyes at my expression.

“What?” she asked. 

My grin widened. 

“No,” she said, sitting upright. “Whatever it is, absolutely not.”

“Oh,” said Emma. “Noah!”

“Don’t look so shocked,” I said. “You’re going to be helping her.”

“I am not,” she proclaimed. 

“Not on the stage, but as her costume assistant.”

“Costume assistant?” asked Brielle, frowning. “What are you - oh.” Her face paled, and then her eyes flashed. “You can’t be serious.”

“You’re going to be fantastic,” I said. “Tagimron won’t know what hit them.”

Brielle bolted to her feet, chin raised, a picture of furious elegance and outrage. “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. I will not perform as you suggest.”

“We need an escape route for the box,” I said, spreading my hands. “If you can think of a better method, I’m all ears.”

Brielle’s eyes narrowed, then darted from side to side as she thought furiously for an alternative.

“In the meantime,” I said, “we still need to figure out some key pieces. When and by what route the next inspection team will approach. How we can ambush them without being observed. What are the rituals observed at the door to the processing floor so we can mimic them exactly.”

“No need for that,” said Imogen. “I can demand the leader of the inspection team tell us what we need to know.”

“You could demand Unadeen show us his Cornucopia Machine,” said Brielle, tone wild.

“I could,” said Imogen carefully, “but I won’t. He is, at least for now, an ally. We must resist Tagimron’s temptations while we can.”

“We’re going to need to map an escape route for Neveah from those engine rooms, and several escape routes for ourselves when we flee the control room. Finally, anything else that we can learn about the control room’s interior and its defenses will be crucial to our success.”

Brielle looked slightly stunned. She sat down, still scowling, still obviously trying to figure out an alternative.

“And last but not least,” I said, “we’re going to need an introduction to the brothel madam and an explanation for why Brielle’s going to become her newest and best star.”

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

The prospect of our imminent heist weighed on my mind. Lying in my narrow cot, I stared up at the ceiling only a few inches above my face, fingers interlaced behind my head. The upper bunk felt like lying in a coffin, and I’d had to fight down a low-level sense of claustrophobia each night before falling asleep. Descending to sleep with whomever lay in the bottom bunk wasn’t an option; the beds were barely wide enough for one, much less two.

The time to act was upon us. Another week had gone by since our plan-making session in the tiny kitchen, a week during which we’d solidified our intel on the Final Skulls and picked out an inspection team to waylay. A week of more sword practice with Valeria and Brielle, a week of guiding Emma past her frustrations with meditation, a week of fighting for patience as we remained cooped up within Unadeen’s restaurant-fronted temple complex.

At long last our wait was over, and the imminence of our attack robbed me of all sleepiness. So after fighting the urge to toss and turn for perhaps an hour, I slipped out of my bunk, moving as silently as I could so as to not wake Brielle who slumbered peacefully below, slipped on my shoes, and padded out into the tiny crooked hallway that opened up to the kitchenette.

It was dark. Nobody else was up. A pity. I wouldn’t have minded sharing a coffee with someone. I stood, indecisive for a few moments, the contours of the small room hinted at by the last light of the smoldering coals in the small cast iron grate, and then strode through, opening the far door to step out into the narrow hallway. Made my way through the tangled mess of miniature rooms, closets, and corridors till at last I emerged into the temple’s Source chamber.

Candles were always kept burning in this room, which was more spacious than the others, a testament to how important it was. A large, six-armed statue filled the rear, its face a ghastly grimace, its stone body illuminated by the bank of candles lined up before it. Offerings were laid about its feet, ranging from small clay pots to bouquets of flowers to foodstuffs to packs of cards and framed portraits of people long dead. 

I stepped down into the central sunken area before the statue, my footsteps muffled by the worn carpet. After a week spent in our cramped quarters the room seemed capacious, but it was still little larger than a regular living room back home in Ohio. Funny how one’s perceptions of space could change so quickly. 

One of Unadeen’s monks was kneeling in prayer off to one side, hands resting on his thighs, head bowed. Out of respect I stayed quiet and knelt toward the back. The carpet was threadbare, but that was all right. I’d been kneeling more and more to meditate, just like we’d done back in Sensei Rocco’s dojo, sitting on our heels, spine erect, hands resting easily on our thighs. The position both took me back to a more joyous time as well as providing me with a sense of discipline and focus.

I sighed, settled in, and closed my eyes. For awhile I simply remained thus, allowing my thoughts to flow through my mind as they willed, not fighting for a calm mind, nor allowing any one thought to linger. Images came to me: Emma frowning as she sought her own reservoir, her frustrations mounting as her meditations failed to progress; Valeria’s shoulders as she pulled herself up on the bar; the small flame flickering beneath our battered pot on the kitchenette stove. Older images came forth, stealing out from the dark like animals from the undergrowth: Victor laughing, one arm thrown around my shoulder; Peruthros burning as I gazed out over its conquered expanse, followed closely by a memory of Blindness screaming in rage as he cast all caution aside and flew at the Betheliim; the prisoner kneeling before me as I raised the executioner’s ax; awakening beside Brielle in Harthome, our eyes meeting as she smiled at me. 

Some memories brought pain. Others shame. Valeria’s face when we pried the dark paladin’s helm from her head. The threesome I’d had with Lizbeth and Sarah. How I’d allowed myself to be duped by that Lilith witch, taken in by her guile, flattery, and beautiful body.

I let those memories go. 

Took a deep breath and settled further, adjusting my weight on my heels, straightening my spine. Sank deeper into my meditation, and in the crimson and burgundy depths behind my eyelids I saw the twin, merciless eyes of that vast owl open up and gaze upon me with all the pitiless intensity of the sun. 

I didn’t dwell there, but instead dove down into my reservoir, into that shaft of primordial magic, down past the swirling sun of Manipura, its copper rays endlessly revolving about its black face. Down, following the cord of gold to my core, where the great flower of Muladhara dwelled, petals closed. 

There I floated, legs crossed, and focused, so that the petals peeled back, revealing its glorious face, its infinitude of rubies. I channeled my magic into that sanskara, connected with it, and time seemed to stop. What doubts I held, what fears, regrets, and uncertainties, vanished; while I connected with Muladhara I was my truest, safest self, grounded, rooted in my own essence, and free from weakness and pain.

At last I was done; what little taint had entered my reservoir through strong emotion was gone; the air about me was clear, and Muladhara slowly closed its petals once more.

“It’s an interesting plan you’ve got going,” came a voice, rich with culture and mocking amusement. “A pity it has no chance of succeeding.”

I opened my eyes and saw that the kneeling monk had turned to consider me. I’d seen him around the complex, face bowed, assiduous, self-effacing. Now he stared at me with unabashed directness, eyes gleaming in the light of the candles, the corner of his lips curled into a smile.

“What do you know of our plans?” I demanded.

“Oh come, Noah. There’s little I don’t know. It’s audacious, and not half-bad given how little information you possess. But chances of actually working?” The monk slowly shook his head. “None.”

“You’ve been eavesdropping on us?” I felt the first prickles of alarm. Had he warned the Final Skulls? Was he a spy? And if so, why warn me now? “Who are you?”

The monk lay out across the carpet, propping his head up on his palm. “Nor can I say that I’m surprised that you’ve fetched up in here. On its surface, Unadeen’s little sect has much in common with your goals. But how much do you really know about your host, hmm? Not much, I’d say. Not much at all.”

The voice was different, but I knew that derisive amusement. The expression that curled the monk’s face into a broad smile, a smile that hovered somewhere between that of a pantomime mask and a fool’s leer.

“Enigma,” I said.

“Took you long enough. Just dropping in to see how things are going. And not well, it seems. How disappointing. I’d hoped to string you and your friends along for some time. Now it looks to all end tomorrow night. Ah well.” 

I fought for calm. Having just emerged from Muladhara helped immensely. “Why should I believe you?”

He shrugged. “You shouldn’t. Or don’t have to. I don’t care. The results, my little gadfly, shall be the same. Do you think you can honestly waltz into the heart of Final Skulls’ security like the wind? I’ve run the numbers. Two of your companions will die. I’m not quite sure which ones, however. That’s rather exciting. You won’t get a Cornucopia Machine, alas, and will succeed only in riling up the most powerful faction in Tagimron.”

I fought down prickles of panic, the urge to clench my hands into fists. “Thanks for the advice. I think I’ll take my own council.”

“Good, skeptical, yes, as you should be. But you see, the truth is more powerful than lies. We creatures of Lilith have learned that lesson well. There’s no need to spend hours trying to convince you of falsities when the simple truth will get the job done. But here, as a gesture of good faith, and to prove that I know more than you think: ask Valeria to tell you about Dalinia. Ask her what she felt as she heard her screams. Hmm?”

“No,” I said, disgust entering my voice.

The monk grinned. “Scared of what you might learn? It’s not pretty, I’ll give you that. We’re all so much more than we appear. And so much less. Unadeen, for example. Did you know that he buys and sells young women? Oh yes. It’s how he funds most of this operation.” The monk waved his hand airily, indicating the room, the statue, the temple. “Ask him. At first he did it out of desperation; his whole faction was about to slide into the sea. But now? He’s made his peace with the operation. Thinks of himself as pragmatic. And so what if he enjoys their tears? So what if a little worm of lust squirms inside him as he listens to them beg for their freedom? He doesn’t touch them. No, he’s just the procurer, the middleman, its business, is all. Ask him, Noah. Then see how much you enjoy his hospitality.”

I felt sick. “I’ve met your kind before. Victor knew exactly how to twist the truth toward his own ends as well.”

“Victor?” The monk raised an eyebrow.

“Lilith’s agent in Ghogiel.”

“Ah! Rabat. It’s so hard to keep track of his identities. Took you for a little swirl, did he?” Enigma’s grin widened once more. “So amusing, so intense! What delusions of grandeur Rabat harbors. It’s funny, isn’t it: for all his decadence and cynicism, for all his supposed brilliance and depravity, he’s as idealistic as any other fool. How is he? Did you kill him?”

“Yes,” I said, voice as hard and cold as iron. “I killed him. Or his host body, at least.”

“Dear Rabat. And he offered you a position at his side? That’s one of his favorite tricks. To remake the universe! Were you tempted?”

“No,” I said.

“Good. It was but another lie. Another trick. He is a tricksy one, old Rabat. Beneath each lie another lie yawns, unfolds, awaiting to snare even the canniest of fools. Sometimes I think he can’t tell the truth from his own fictions himself. Still, have no fear. My intentions are plain, and I won’t make you any gilded offers at the last: I aim to break you, my dear boy. To grind you down to your component parts, to ruin your life, your friendships, your loves. It’s nothing personal, but oh, I do so enjoy my job.”

The sheer pleasure with which he said his words sent a chill into my soul. “It won’t work. I know your game. I’ve dealt with liars before. Killed them.”

The monk sat up. “But Noah, don’t you understand? That’s my own private specialty: I don’t truck with lies. I only tell the truth. Scoff if you wish, but I’ve found that nothing’s more effective than to show people the truth about their world. To peel back the lies, to shine light into the darkest corners, and help them really understand their own realities. I’m a truth teller, Noah. I delight in the truth. Test me. Ask Unadeen about what happened to Tennera yesterday just before dawn. Ask Valeria about Dalinia. And then think carefully: I’ve run the numbers, and tomorrow night you’ll fail. Two of your companions will die. If I had to guess, I’d wager Emma will be one of them, but I can’t be sure.”

“Fuck you,” I said.

“Delightful! I do so enjoy a witty interlocutor. The subtle back and forth of cultured banter. Yes, yes, this is going to be a most enjoyable friendship. Until next time, my dear!”

And the monk blinked, his face going slack, and then he gazed at me in confusion. “Excuse me? Did you say something?”

My heart was pounding. My mouth dry. I forced a polite smile, shook my head, and returned to meditative posture, closing my eyes once more.

But my thoughts raged like flames tormented by gales, and I couldn’t find calm. 

Ask her what she felt as she heard her screams. What the fuck was that about? Something from Valeria’s home world?

Ask Unadeen about what happened to Tennera yesterday just before dawn. Could it be true? Could Unadeen really be a human trafficker? And if so, what should I do about it? 

My heart continued to beat strongly. The peace I’d achieved from cleansing my magic was gone. Two of your companions will die.

I thought of Emma, working so hard to learn the forms of the blade. To master meditation. Could I risk her life taking her into the Final Skulls’ compound? Would it be wiser to leave her behind? 

I fought down the bleak urge to laugh. Leave her behind with a human trafficker?

Fuck. 

I needed to talk to someone. 

I needed Imogen. 

Rising, I made my way back to our little nexus, and cracked open her bedroom door. Valeria was asleep on the top bunk, her breathing slow and steady. Imogen, however, was sitting cross-legged on the floor, both gloves off, hands cupped around a candle flame. Eyes closed, spectacles removed, she was utterly still as her tattoos writhed and slid over each other across the skin of her hands.

“Oh - sorry,” I whispered, and pulled the door closed.

I stood there, mortified, unsure of what to do next, when the door opened and Imogen stepped out, candle in hand. Gloves back on, spectacles on her nose, composed and at ease. She took my hand in hers and led me to the kitchenette, where she set the candle down on the table and sat, pulling me into a chair across from her.

“It’s all right,” she said, voice pitched low to not wake the others. “It’s all right, Noah. I have to commune with Harmiel every so often to maintain its powers and influence over me in check.”

“I should have knocked,” I said, having trouble meeting her eyes. “I’m sorry. I just didn’t want to wake Valeria.”

“Like I said, it’s fine. You know about my Hexenmagic. You’ve seen much more than that. I’ve nothing to hide from you.”

“Still. Apologies. Um.” I tried to gather my thoughts. Her calm, her confidence, were like a soothing balm. I took a deep breath and sat up straighter. “I know you don’t need me to say anything, but I’ll just say it anyway: I wasn’t shocked by your communing with Harmiel. More just embarrassed by interrupting you like that. Invading your privacy.”

She cocked her head to one side, a slender braid spilling over her shoulder, and smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate it. Now, why did you want to talk?” She then raised an eyebrow. “Unless you were looking for another kind of distraction?”

“Ha, um, no.” I stared at the candle flame. It burned with perfect stillness. “I just had a nice chat with the Elegiac Enigma.”

“You did?” Concern, her mood shifting immediately to all business. “Here? In the compound?”

“Yes. He took over a monk’s body. The monk didn’t seem to know about it after. Told me several really disturbing things.” I then proceeded to recount the conversation in depth, leaving out nothing.

Imogen’s focus was total. She asked a few clarifying questions, then pursed her lips in thought. “Troubling. But perhaps not to be unexpected.”

“No? I was pretty fucking surprised.”

“His words ring true.” She sat back and smoothed down the front of her white apron. “We must always remain focused on the nature of Tagimron. How it is the perversion of Tiphareth, and thus exists solely to bring about disharmony. To interrupt the perfect union of mind, body, and soul. To bring chaos and disruption to friendships and relationships, both with oneself and each other. The Enigma serves this operating principle, might even be said to embody it, just like Victor sought nothing more than to hinder our ability to escape Ghogiel.”

“Right. So his spilling dark secrets is going to be part of his MO?”

“It makes sense.” Imogen’s voice grew soft, contemplative. “It’s a frightening prospect. Who in this world does not harbor secrets they’d rather keep hidden from the light of day? Small perversities, strange fixations, mistakes made, even crimes committed?”

“If he’s right about Unadeen engaging in human trafficking, then that goes way beyond ‘small perversities.’”

“True. But look how effective his telling us that truth will prove. Assume his accusation is accurate. We’ll confront Unadeen, grow disgusted with him, and either try to force him to stop, wasting our time and resources that could be directed toward escaping Tagimron, choose to accept his crime for the sake of expediency and lower ourselves as a result, or simply leave this sanctuary and spend unnecessary time looking for another safe place to operate from. No matter what we choose, it hurts us, ruins our relationship with Unadeen’s faction, and complicates our lives.”

“And Valeria?” I asked. “This thing with Dalinia.”

Imogen sighed. “Valeria’s hinted at how hard it was to survive Lilith’s attack on her home planet. Told us that she was the last of her company left standing. I’m sure she had to make very hard decisions in order to survive. Shameful decisions, even. This is no doubt one such moment that she would hate to share with us.”

“Great,” I said, sitting back and rubbing at my face. “If it’s in line with human trafficking, I won’t know what to do.”

“And there lies the efficacy of the Enigma’s tactics,” said Imogen, reaching out to touch my knee. “We have to stay true to each other. I don’t believe Valeria could have done something so evil. No. More likely it’s a shameful decision that she regrets, but one that was necessary in order for her to survive. We can’t allow suspicions to divide us.”

“So we should ask her about it?”

Imogen thought it over, frowning. Finally she sighed again. “I say leave it alone. Assume it is a dark secret and source of shame. But we can’t begin the pattern of dancing each time the Enigma begins to play his tune. We must retain control. Ask yourself: do you trust and respect your five companions?”

“Without a doubt,” I said.

“Do you need to know our every past transgression and mistake?”

I hesitated. “I mean, I know what you’re driving at. But what if one of us is hiding something on the level of Unadeen?”

“What if we are?” she asked softly. “We don’t know what Neveah did during her black out. Would you rather know everything she did back then, or continue to work with her as you’re doing now?”

“I don’t know,” I said, and felt miserable. “I feel like I should just agree with you, but… if I’m being honest with myself, there are things she could have done that will change how I see her. Like, what if she murdered a dozen children in cold blood? Could you continue to work alongside her if that were revealed?”

Imogen removed her spectacles and pinched the bridge of her nose, then dropped her hand onto her lap and smiled at me. “And therein we see the true challenge of Tagimron.”

We sat in silence, and then something came back to me, a memory, perhaps triggered by my time spent meditating.

“Valeria once told me something, back in Ghogiel, after we’d freed her from Grausch. She said: Lilith doesn’t break you with an external force. Your strength is useless against her. Instead, she uses your weakness against you. She turns you against yourself. It doesn’t matter how strong you are. Only how weak.”

Imogen pondered this, the weight of Valeria’s words seeming to hang in the air between us. “I… yes. I can see that. And there is much wisdom there. But while I agree with her premise, that Lilith uses your weakness against you, I would argue that it is precisely how strong you are that matters. Your ability to overcome your own weaknesses. To detach yourself from your failings, consider them at a remove, and say to yourself: yes, I have failed in the past. I may fail again. But I will continue to fight, even if I am an unworthy vessel for justice. I will continue to fight for the Source, because my heart belongs to the light, not the dark.” 

I nodded slowly, mulling over her words. Trying to tease apart the nuances, to see what resonated most truly with me.

“Valeria spoke from a place of despair,” said Imogen. “And I understand why. But we must act from a place of strength. Lilith will try to use our weaknesses against us, true. I’m sure the Enigma will whisper everything it can into your ear so as to weaken your resolve. But you must step back, acknowledge his tactic, and then refuse to let it work.”

“I hear you,” I said. “And I’ll try. But again, with Unadeen, it’s worked. When the others wake up, we’re going to have to confront him and learn the truth. And if he is a human trafficker, we’re not going to let that lie.”

“Say he is,” said Imogen. “What will you do? Fight him and his entire organization? He is powerful, more powerful than he has let on. Did you sense how he appraised us when we first met?”

I nodded unwillingly.

“That speaks of some mastery of Sahaswara, the seventh sanskara. I can’t begin to guess what circle he’s achieved in Focused Mind, but trying to go toe-to-toe with him will be a very perilous undertaking.”

“Fuck,” I said. “So what are you advising? We just walk away?”

“Perhaps,” said Imogen. “What is our core mission? To proceed from Tagimron to the next sphere. Not to set the injustices of Tagimron to rights. Didn’t we abandon our army at the last in Ghogiel so as to escape? The same principle applies here.”

“You’re right.” I stood up, wanting to pace, but having nowhere to turn to in the cramped little room simply sat back down again. “Fuck.”

We sat in silence. The candle burned on, its steady flame never wavering. 

“And yes, there are things about me the Enigma might say,” said Imogen at last. “Things I’m not proud of, things that I did while I was under the sway of the man who introduced me to Hexenmagic. But promise me something, Noah. If you ever have doubts about me, speak to me first. Don’t make judgements without hearing my side.”

“I… sure.” Fuck me. “Yes. I… promise.”

Imogen held my gaze with fixed intensity. Then she shook her head and gave a bitter smile. “Fucking Tagimron.”

“No kidding.” I tried to smile back, but just couldn’t do it. “What do you think about his prediction that we’re going to fail tomorrow night? And that two of us are going to die?”

“I call bullshit on that one.” Her tone was brisk. “He might be able to pluck old memories from behind the closed doors of our minds, but predict the future? Nobody can do that, not even Lilith. That’s just some good old-fashioned scare tactics. Which means we must be on the right path. Otherwise, why bother trying to spook us?”

“So some good news at last.” 

“I’d say so.”

We sat in silence again. I tried to think of the worst the Enigma could share about my past with my companions. For the first time ever I was glad of my banal and boring life. I’d not killed anybody, engaged in sex trafficking, stolen anything, hurt anybody out of malice. I’d been one of those wallflower kids, watching life go by, nose buried in my books, wishing I was more interesting, more exciting, more daring. I mean, sure, I’d whacked off a whole ton, but what teenage boy hadn’t? And something told me my companions wouldn’t do more than smirk if they learned of my early obsession with Victoria‘s Secret catalogs. 

I’d been a pretty shitty friend to Michael, I guess. Resented him for winning Emma’s love. Hadn’t grieved for him when he passed. But my companions already knew about that.

“Yes,” said Imogen, voice quiet. “I’m also reviewing my past sins.”

“Do you think… I don’t know. That we should get together, the six of us, and just confess everything to each other before the Enigma gets a chance to?”

Imogen gave a horrified laugh. “Confess everything! By the Source, no. That would be awful. And we’d be doing the Enigma’s job for him. I think we should discuss what we’ve learned tonight, for sure, but not get into particulars. We all deserve the right to privacy, and the Enigma’s assault on that shouldn’t force us to share what we’d prefer to keep quiet.”

“Fair enough,” I said, and felt somewhat relieved. What an agonizing session of truth telling that would have been. “We’ll tell everyone first thing, then confront Unadeen.”

Imogen nodded hesitantly.

“What?” I asked.

“Unadeen’s not our focus. What if we simply left, found a new base of operations, and didn’t expend any energy on him? Concentrated on our raid tomorrow night?”

I sucked on my teeth. “That’s… pretty cold.”

Imogen shrugged one shoulder. “Perhaps.”

“I don’t know. My instinct is to intervene in something so heinous. I can’t just walk by every single atrocity with a single-minded fixation on getting to Lilith. That sounds too much like something Victor would approve of. Brutalize our better instincts out of a focus on the ‘greater good.’”

Imogen bit her lower lip and nodded. “I guess you’re right. But we’ll have to play this smart. We can’t just fight Unadeen inside his temple while surrounded by all his followers. We’d be massacred.”

I leaned forward and placed my hand over her own. “Don’t worry. I’m not a complete idiot. If it turns out to be true - and he deserves the right to defend himself from Enigma’s accusations - I’ll play it smart. I swear it.”

Imogen gave me a tight smile. “I know you will. I’m just… this development has me a little rattled.”

I squeezed her hand. “Your turn to trust, then. Remember when I pulled the parasite from your soul?”

Her smile softened. “Of course.”

“So do I. I…” And suddenly my throat tightened. My chest locked up. I love you, I’d been about to say. Could I say it? Her eyes glimmered behind her spectacles. My nerve failed me. “I’ll always trust you.”

“As will I. Thank you, Noah.” She leaned forward and kissed me gently on the lips. Then stood up and pulled her hand free. “We’d best rest. Tomorrow’s going to be a big day.”

“Right,” I said.

“Thank you for sharing this with me.” I sensed more hesitation on her part, as if she were about to say more, but then she inhaled sharply, gave me a wistful smile, and stepped out of the kitchenette, leaving me with the candle.

I sank back into my chair.

Stared at the straight flame, and thought what a lie its simple purity was. 

“Fuck Tagimron,” I whispered to myself. “Fuck it to hell.”

 

* * *

 

“He can what?” Brielle paused in the act of cutting herself a slice of bread, turning to glare at me over her shoulder. “You’re telling me this Enigma can read minds?”

I pushed back on the rear two legs of the chair, but there wasn’t enough room in the kitchenette to pull it off.

“Yeah, that’s what I’m guessing. He knew our plan for tonight, and I’m guessing Unadeen didn’t tell him about his slave trafficking.”

Emma sank into her chair, eyes unfocused over the mug of coffee she held to her lips. “Unadeen is a sex trafficker?”

“Human trafficker,” I corrected.

Brielle snorted. “What do you think’s happening to the young women he sells?”

“Fair point.”

“So now what?” asked Valeria. “We call off tonight’s plan?”

“No,” I said. “We proceed. We can’t grant the Enigma that kind of power over our actions. Otherwise, he’ll have complete control over what we do or don’t.”

“It’s a bluff,” said Imogen with quiet authority. “He cannot see the future. For all the wide-ranging powers available to a magic user, prophecy is universally accepted as impossible.”

“Unless he’s the exception,” muttered Brielle.

“But Noah is correct, regardless,” said Imogen. “We don’t know if he’s bluffing. And we cannot allow him to guide our actions in this manner. I agree. We proceed as planned.”

“And Unadeen?” asked Valeria.

“We need to have a little chat,” I said. “I’m guessing it’s not going to be a pleasant one.”

Valeria leaned forward, one hand on the counter. “And if he admits it?”

“I have a plan. Leave it to me. I’m not about to start a full-on brawl in the center of his temple.”

“Why not?” asked Brielle. “The bastard deserves to die.”

“He might. But this isn’t about who deserves what. It’s about playing it smart. It’s about achieving our goals while mitigating evil as best we can. A fine balance, but I mean to walk it.”

Brielle gave a grudging nod.

“But the point remains.” I looked about the tiny space, making eye contact with each of my companions. “If the Enigma can read our minds or otherwise dig out our secrets, he’ll try to use them against us. Turn us against each other. We have to be ready for his meddling. For aspects of ourselves that we’d rather keep hidden to be brought forth. And despite that, continue to trust and respect each other. This is Tagimron’s true assault. This is where the real battles will take place. Where our bonds to each other will be ultimately tested.”

Valeria crossed her arms and nodded pensively. A thin vertical line appeared between Emma’s brows. Brielle looked down and away, scowling at her coffee and the wall. Neveah’s face was a porcelain mask, her brilliant green and gold eyes glazed over as she stared out into the middle distance.

“So. Who’s ready for a quick, salutary chat with Unadeen?”

Everyone blinked, coming back from their thoughts. 

“Ready,” said Brielle. “More than ready.”

The rest indicated their assent, and together we polished off what remained of our breakfast before making our way toward the main temple chamber, the large room in which we’d first met Unadeen behind his front restaurant. The space was moderately busy, with a dozen or so followers sharpening weapons and scarfing down their own meals, laughing and teasing each other until we entered, at which point they turned studiously neutral faces toward us.

“Where is Master Unadeen?” I asked. “I’d like a word with him.”

The massive man I thought of as Rhino rose from his seat, setting a maul aside as he did so. “The Master is meditating in his sanctum. How important is this audience?”

“Very,” I said.

“Then follow me.” He led us down a side corridor, past rooms bustling with activity, along hallways that were thronged with other people going by like lines of ants, everyone intent on their own business. Through a door, into an antechamber, and up to a second door beside which four dangerous-looking men in Questor robes stood.

Rhino spoke quietly with them, then stepped past to knock lightly on the door. He waited a moment, and then cracked the door open to peer inside. Spoke softly, and then retracted his head and closed the door.

“Master Unadeen will be with you shortly.”

I half-hoped Rhino would leave, but instead he moved to one side of the antechamber and stood at ease, hands linked behind his back, like some kind of army drill sergeant.

Perhaps a minute passed by, and then the door to the sanctum opened and Unadeen stepped out, his nondescript face set in an expression of cordial curiosity, his robes simple, his feet bare.

“Good morning,” he said, stepping forward and bowing courteously. “Tamuran said there is a matter of great importance?”

“Yes,” I said. “I have a question for you. One of a very sensitive nature. Perhaps you would like greater privacy before we begin?”

Unadeen cocked his head to one side in a bird-like fashion and gave a quizzical smile. “I have no secrets from my followers. Unless this is a matter that is sensitive to yourselves?”

“No, it’s about your operation here,” I said. “But very well. I’ll just dive right in.” I took a deep breath and was surprised at how calm I felt. Not even a few months ago I’d have been shaking at the knees to confront someone with such a horrific accusation. Now? I’d been through enough shit that I could even take this in stride.

“You told us that your faction, the Questors, are seeking for information on how Tagimron fell to Lilith, so that you can use that knowledge to escape, or perhaps undo her conquest. That implies that you are on the side of the Source.”

“Correct,” said Unadeen, smile still polite if slightly baffled. “We seek knowledge so as to return our sphere to the state of Tiphareth. We have not given up hope of improving our state, though the odds are terrible.”

“Then tell me you do not engage in human trafficking,” I said. 

Unadeen’s eyes narrowed and he stood a little straighter. “Excuse me?”

“Human trafficking,” I said, annunciating the words clearly. “Tell me you don’t buy and sell young women.”

His bafflement turned into outright confusion. “Sell young women? What by the Source are you talking about?”

So authentic was his reaction, so genuine his confusion, that for a moment I doubted - no hoped - that the Enigma had been fucking with me. That this was all a ploy on his part to separate allies through trickery and lies. 

But then a name came back to me.

“Tennera. What happened to her?”

The sound of her name was like a slap across his face. His eyes flared open wide, he grew pale, and then his fist clenched in anger. “Who told you that name?”

Shit. 

“What happened to her yesterday, Unadeen?” I resisted the urge to rest my hand on Shard’s pommel. “Around dawn, right?”

His four guards, including the massive Tamuran, subtly shifted their stances, and like that the room was flooded with tension and a sense of imminent violence. 

“You should not know that name,” said Unadeen, working hard to keep his voice calm. “That is a very dangerous name to know.”

“Come on, Unadeen, quit fucking around here.” Finally, with room to pace a little, I took advantage. Began to walk back and forth before my companions. “You buying and selling girls? You have an accident with this Tennera? Tell it to me straight.”

Unadeen opened his mouth to speak, hesitated, glanced at Tamuran. Was clearly calculating the odds. Deliberating on how honest to be. Whether to give his men the order to attack, an order perhaps so subtle I might not even see it till weapons were drawn and magic started flying.

The moment balanced on a knife’s edge. 

“Because,” I said, continuing to pace, “if you are, and some victim of yours died in your care, no matter what the circumstances, then obviously it has to stop. You see, the Source doesn’t condone human trafficking. You can’t achieve your goals if you undercut them so badly with your actions. Even if you think you’re simply being pragmatic. If you think it a lesser evil in exchange for achieving a greater good. You see, I’ve been there. Ghogiel. I heard all the justifications, and for awhile, they even made sense. But it’s the little betrayals that get you in the end. The little sins. The ones you can justify to yourself. The first few steps toward Lilith that end up with you embracing her corruption as your own.”

Unadeen was listening, expression now revealing little more than base cunning.

I plowed on.

“So here I am, telling you to stop something you think I don’t understand, could never understand, a reality of your world, something you no doubt tell yourself you hate doing even as you believe you have no choice. You’re ready to laugh in my face and call me naive, an outsider, a fool. And order me cut down if I promise to make trouble, which, no doubt, it looks like I am. Right?”

Unadeen gave the slightest of nods. His whole body was poised like that of a cat that’s sighted prey: that unnatural stillness that precedes explosive movement.

“So it would seem we’re at an impasse. You with your pragmatic needs, me with my idealistic demands. And the natural consequence would be violence. But I’ve another alternative. Care to hear it? Here it goes. You swear by whatever you still consider holy to stop trafficking in young women. To, if you can, undo the damage you’ve done by buying them back and setting them free. You swear to undo the networks you’ve put in place, and to kill or arrest the worst elements that can’t be redeemed.”

“That is your alternative?” he asked, voice dry with scorn.

“I’m not done. In exchange, I’ll give you the Cornucopia Machine we’re going to steal from the Final Skulls tonight. It’ll be your duty to protect it, but its value should far outstrip whatever profit you’re making from your sordid business. Am I right?”

Unadeen wasn’t the only one to look taken aback; I heard Brielle hiss in anger behind me, could imagine how upset the others might prove.

Unadeen studied me, eyes narrowed. “Why should I believe you?”

“Because, my good friend, some of us still have some motherfucking integrity. Some of us still believe in the value of giving our word. Some of us yet worship the Source, and hold its name sacred.”

I stopped pacing and squared off to face him directly. “And I’m one of those people. If I swear it to you by the Source, then you’d best believe come hell or high water that I’ll put that Cornucopia Machine in your hands once I’m done with it. That should double your wealth, your alimentary fucking output, and lift you up a rung or two in your game of faction politics. Am I right?”

Unadeen made a subtle gesture with his fingers; Tamuran and the guards relaxed but a fraction. “You may be a man of such integrity, but I, alas, have been forced to live in this pragmatic world for years now. Why should I believe that you’d trust my word.”

“That’s where my faith in the Source comes in. Call me a fool. But I still have faith in its power, subtle as it may be. I’ll take your word and give you the Cornucopia Machine in exchange. And walk away, believing that you are fundamentally still a good man, that you only entered this slave trade out of necessity, and that given a genuine chance, will leave it behind and turn your face back to the light.”

I smiled. A lazy, shit-eating grin. “And if you don’t? Fuck. A year from now, maybe later, when I’ve wrapped up all my business, I’ll come back through here. I’ll ask some questions. Get the lay of the land. And if I hear you betrayed me? Broke my word? Hurt some other young women? Then I’ll find your sorry ass and I’ll put you paid like you won’t believe. We clear?”

“Big words,” said Unadeen, but something in his demeanor, in the wrinkles that appeared at the corners of his eyes, the cast of his mouth, made me think that my words had made an impression. “Big words indeed. But very well. You are correct in your surmises. I do what I do so as to survive. If you deliver unto me a functioning Cornucopia Machine, then I shall engage once more only in honorable activities. You have my word. I swear it by the Source and my hatred of Lilith.”

“Great. Then I swear to deliver a functioning Cornucopia Machine to you when we’re done with it, and trust that you’ll stop whatever horrors you feel you’ve been forced to engage in due to poverty and necessity. Shake hands?”

“Shake hands,” said Unadeen.

I stepped forward, tense, alert, ready for a last second betrayal, but Unadeen shook my hand firmly, his eyes still narrowed in shrewd speculation.

“Good. Great. I love a happy ending,” I said, stepping back. “We’ll be heading out soon. With a little luck and the Source’s favor, the next time we see you we’ll have a cornucopia machine to hand over.”

“I look forward to that moment,” said Unadeen. “And will pray for your success.”

“All right. Well. Goodbye then.” And with effort turned my back on the man and led my companions out into the hallway. I didn’t wait for Tamuran, but kept on walking, following the path back to the main chamber, then through the curtain into the restaurant, around the many tables, and out into the market square beyond.

I didn’t have a specific destination in mind, so slowed down and turned to face my companions when I reached an abandoned stall, its sagging awning filthy and dripping water that fell from the dark heavens. 

Brielle stormed up to me first, face like a clenched fist. “What by all that’s good and holy was that?”

I sat on the edge of the stall’s counter, crossed my arms. “Think it through, Brielle.”

“I don’t need to.” Her words were sharp, precise. “He as much as admitted to engaging in human trafficking, and what are the consequences of all the pain and suffering he’s brought about? He gets a Cornucopia Machine.”

“He does,” I said, voice mellow. The others fetched up around her. “Anybody care to guess why?”

I could almost hear Brielle blurting out, ‘because you’re an idiot,’ but apparently we’d been through enough by this point that she bit her tongue.

Emma crossed her arms, hugging herself against the chill of the market air. “Best possible outcome?”

“Right,” I said. “What were my options? Fight Unadeen, maybe kill him, definitely lose some members of our team. Walk away, decide this wasn’t our fight, not a priority, and leave evil in place. Or compromise.”

“Compromise,” said Brielle, tone flat.

“Yeah. I’m not arguing that Unadeen’s a monster. Or perhaps he’s more complicated than that. Maybe he really is a good man who turned to monstrous activities out of a sense of necessity. Fuck, after my time with Victor, I know just how that works. But regardless. Killing him would merely collapse his faction, allowing the Final Skulls or the Refiners or whomever to sweep in, claim his territory, his Cornucopia Machine, his people. So I chose instead to give him another chance. Give him real incentive to change. To get back on track. To right his wrongs. To turn back toward the Source.”

“Does he deserve that chance?” asked Valeria, voice subdued.

“Yeah, I think so.” I gazed past my companions to the front of Unadeen’s restaurant, resplendent with its hanging lanterns and gaudy decorations. “Not because he’s special. But… maybe that’s our best way of fighting Lilith. I mean, do we really hurt her by killing her servants? I don’t think so. She’s got an infinite number of replacements lined up to take their place. Better yet is to turn her servants back to the Source. Bring them out of the shadow and into the light. Put them back in play on our side of the chess board.”

“It’s what she does,” said Emma. “I hadn’t thought of it that way. She corrupts instead of just killing. She steals people away from the Source. You’re trying to do the same thing.”

“Trying. I’ll never be as good at it as she is. And I’m not saying my ploy with Unadeen worked. For all I know, I could come back and find him using the Cornucopia Machine and selling young girls. But I’ll have given him a chance. Raised the odds that things could improve just a little here in Tagimron.”

Brielle looked unconvinced. “Crimes should be met with punishment. Or everybody will do whatever they want, knowing they’ll be offered a second chance after they’re done.”

“This isn’t a regular society,” I said, feeling my way through my argument, finding my next position even as I reached for it. “We’re not back home, where we’re living in a neutral world. This is a corrupted sphere. This is fucking Tagimron. Where disharmony rules. Where the connection between spirit and mind are broken, where relationships fracture, where everybody is predisposed to turn against each other. This is the fucking Elegiac Enigma’s playground, and that’s what we’re fighting. The Enigma told me about Unadeen’s sins. Why? To sew discord. To get us to fight. To weaken everybody all round. And it almost worked. What did I do instead? I offered Unadeen a second chance. I tried to rebuild his relationship to the Source. I tried to create greater harmony instead of engaging in chaos and bloodshed. This wasn’t even about Unadeen. This was me striking a blow against the Enigma. Against Tagimron.”

I pushed off the counter. “Look. Think of it this way: you think the Enigma is happy with what just happened?”

“No,” Brielle grudgingly admitted.

“Then that’s your answer right there. We need to work toward harmony. We need to embody Tiphareth even though we stand in Tagimron. Only by doing that can we be sure we’re actually fighting Lilith, and not furthering her causes.”

Imogen started to clap slowly, but without irony or mockery. “I’m genuinely impressed, Noah.”

“As am I,” said Emma, sounding surprised at her own admission. “I hadn’t thought everything through like that.”

Valeria gave a stiff nod. “I approve. It’s hard to accept, but I applaud your philosophy. It just turns my stomach to reward Unadeen. We never even learned what happened to that girl you asked about. It must have been… horrible.”

“Agreed,” said Brielle. “But. Yes. A strike against the Enigma, down with Tagimron, and so forth. Well done, I suppose. It just sticks in my craw. I wonder how supportive every girl he’s bought and sold would be of your charity.”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. Probably not very. But it’s the best I could do at the moment. We’ll see what comes of it.”

Out of curiosity, I glanced over at where Neveah stood, to the side, half-turned away as if not really part of our group. “Neveah? Thoughts?”

She didn’t look at me. Was studying the passing, shifting crowd. “Is there a limit?” Her voice was soft, almost inaudible. “A sin that cannot be forgiven?”

And I knew what she was talking about. From the haunted expression that came over Valeria’s face, the way my other companions stirred, her question had hit home for them as well.

“Where I come from, most folks worship in a religion called Christianity,” I said, once more feeling my way through my argument. “And one of the central tenets of faith is that anybody can be forgiven for any sin if they truly repent and turn back to Christ. That’s the son of our god. Who is also god. It’s… it’s kind of complicated when you really start thinking about it. But. Yeah. There is no limit to what can be forgiven. Now, society might still put you to death. But your soul can be saved and go to heaven if you truly repent.”

And suddenly all my years of zoning out in church and paying lip service to Sunday school came back to me, the half-memorized sermons, the catechism, the rote observances that had filled my Sundays and formed the backbone of Ruddock’s little world. And with that came doubt: was I right? Was I remembering that correctly?

I looked to Emma. “Right? Your soul goes to heaven, no matter what you did, as long as you truly repent?”

Emma nodded. “That’s what we believe.”

“But your head might still be cut off,” said Valeria.

“Well, we don’t cut off heads. Usually it’s lethal injections, but yeah. Your soul can be saved, even if your temporal body is condemned.”

“I don’t know of your Christ,” said Neveah. “Is he the same as the Source?”

“I… don’t know, exactly. Sorry. These are some pretty deep waters. Nothing I ever learned in Sunday school prepared me for magic or the Source or the Tree of Life. So maybe? Maybe facets of each other? Maybe not?”

“So how does this help me?” asked Neveah, turning to face me full-on. “I believe in the Source. Will the Source forgive me my sins?”

I wanted to assure her. Just comfort her, say whatever would make her feel better. But there was a glimmer in the depths of her stunning eyes, a sharpness, that held my tongue. No. Neveah wasn’t someone to tell white lies to. Trying to comfort her would be as bad as knifing her in the back. 

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’d like to believe so. But I don’t know enough about the Source to know the truth.”

“We all go back to the Source,” said Imogen, voice certain. “Good or bad, just or unjust. Even Lilith in time will return to the Source and there dwell in glory. So yes, Neveah. You will return there in time.”

“That’s the crux of it though, isn’t it?” Valeria couldn’t hide her bitterness. “How long will it take for us to return? How long will we have to pay for our sins?”

“Exactly,” said Imogen. “We only ascend to the Source and there dwell in its light once we have lived a truly righteous life. Until then, we are fated to return to the Tree of Life, and be reborn. Lilith, it is said, will one day be the very last living entity in the universe. She will drift, alone and bereft, with nobody left to corrupt, nobody left to harm, to dominate. And in that solitude she will at last learn true compassion, will feel regret, and her bitter soul will crack open so that love and sorrow may wash her clean. And then she will ascend to the Source, forgiven for her every sin, and there join the ranks of creation to exist in joy and exaltation forever.”

Nobody spoke. I felt a little awed. That vision of Lilith’s end put our own journey into perspective. Gave me a sense of scale about what we were up against. “So we can’t really kill her,” I said.

“No,” said Imogen. “Nobody can. Not permanently, because she will always return. She is part of the process that helps refine our own souls. Her corruption is the trial that we must pass before we ourselves ascend. In a way, she is to be pitied. Once you move past the hatred, horror, and disgust, the only true emotion that one can hold for Lilith is pity. And that she cannot stand, because pity to her is at once the most infuriating and terrifying emotion she can conceive.”

“We’ve echoes of this in our world,” said Emma. “Certain Eastern religions believe in reincarnation. I think Judaism does, too? And we’ve got Tarot cards, something like the sanskara system, though I forget what we call it.”

“Yes,” said Imogen with a slight smile. “As I told you before. Or maybe I told Noah? Every world has reflections of the Source and it’s ultimate truth. Every world has fragmented interpretations. It doesn’t mean they are wrong. All are divine, all are reaching for the truth, and reflect the soul’s yearning for oneness with the light of the universe.”

Nobody spoke. The chatter and life of the market seemed to wash over us, sublimating our cares and concerns into its chaotic liveliness. I gazed past my friends at the stalls and dense, swirling crowd that flowed between them, everyone clad in damp coats and heavy cloaks, then frowned up at the darkness.

“It always night here?” I asked.

“I believe so,” said Imogen. “What light Tagimron has comes from lanterns, candles, and other human sources. No sun, no moon, no stars.”

“Great,” I said, feeling even more on edge. “I never thought I’d miss Ghogiel’s endless plains of ash, but here we are.”

Our mood was sinking fast. Time to turn things around. I clapped my hands loudly, bringing everyone’s eyes back to me, and grinned.

“Regardless. We’ve got a big heist to focus on. Lots to do today before we try to steal one of the Final Skulls’ prized C-Machines. That’s what we’re calling them from now on, by the way. Cornucopia is too much of a mouthful. Everyone clear on their duties? Sound off.”

Imogen smoothed down the front of her French maid outfit, which incidentally emphasized her full breasts for just a moment. “Neveah, Valeria and I are going to lay the groundwork for the inspection team ambush.”

Brielle rolled her eyes. “Emma and I are going to scrounge up a sufficiently slutty outfit for me to wear on stage tonight, and then present ourselves for my debut at the brothel.”

“I’ll be coming with you,” I said. “Your story will be more credible if you’ve some form of gigolo along who claims to be running things. That and if things go sour for any reason, I’ll be able to help extract you both.”

Emma smirked. “Never, at any point in our past friendship, would I have believed you’d end up as a gigolo on a hellscape city planet.”

“Point.” I looked around at my companions, holding each one’s gaze for but a second. “The inspection team is due to arrive at the C-Machines by late evening. Once we’ve established our setups, let’s meet back here. I’ll come with for the ambush. Brielle, Emma, you’ll head to the Sump Pump with Neveah shadowing you. I trust you can handle infiltrating the brothel?”

Neveah arched a black brow in silent disbelief that I even need ask.

“Make your way up the emergency stairwell to the panel. When our distraction is in place, I’ll unlock it so that you can sneak in. You’ll then follow me back into the control room, where we’ll lock ourselves inside.”

A curt nod from the silent assassin.

“Imogen, Valeria, we’ll enter the processing floor and make our way directly to the control room. The less interactions we have with the Final Skulls’ security outside the better. Once inside, Imogen will stop the production of foodstuffs. I’ll barge outside with Valeria, furious about the lack of upkeep, blaming everyone for the malfunction, and one of us will unlock the panel while everyone’s riled up. We’ll make our way back inside, lock the door, take out everyone within, secure the C-Machine, hand it to Neveah, and then barge back out, giving her enough cover to retreat through the panel.

“She’ll then deposit the C-Machine in Emma’s lead box, and flee out into the shaft, making her way down and to safety, losing all pursuit in the process. Brielle and Emma will extract themselves with the C-Machine, while Imogen, Valeria, and I storm out, saying we’re going to report back to the bosses. We’re no longer reconvening here, of course. Instead, we’ll make our way back to the third sublevel through which we passed on our way here, and meet up in that room with the bunk beds. Clear?”

“Clear,” said Neveah. 

“There are a lot of variables in this plan,” said Valeria.

“True. But it’s the best we’ve got. We’ll have to think fast on our feet and adapt. However, we’ve got the advantage of surprise on our side. They’ll be complacent, expecting their geomancer to warn them of any incoming danger.”

Imogen frowned. “I am almost completely certain I’ll be able to neutralize him.”

“Great,” said Brielle. “And while all this is going on, I’ll be dancing for a room filled with drooling idiots. Does nobody else think that’s an egregious misuse of my assets?”

I fought to keep a straight face. “I guess it all depends on how you use them.”

Brielle narrowed her eyes. “Careful, Kilmartin.”

Valeria flipped her thick golden braid off her shoulder so that it swung across her back. “This has all the makings of a smash and grab. And none of us can even so much as raise a weak ward.”

“Stick to the plan,” I said. “We’re going to get a lot of good intel from the inspection team. They’ll refine what we can expect. And remember. Even if everything goes south, we can pack a hell of a punch. And given their complacency? It’ll be a sucker punch to boot.”

“Very well,” said Valeria. “Our options are limited by time constraints and necessity. Good luck, everyone.”

“Come on, Brielle,” said Emma, her smile all radiant innocence. “Let’s go shopping.”

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

We split up into two teams, both sides exchanging tight hugs and nervous smiles before heading off in different directions. I wandered after Emma and Brielle, trailing and keeping a weather eye out as they drifted from stall to stall, pausing to inspect clothing where they could find it, and nowhere looking satisfied.

Valeria was right. There were a lot of variables. But we’d already spent nearly a week putting this plan in place, and couldn’t afford to let Tagimron wear us down any further. And the fact that the Enigma had tried to dissuade us was a point in our plan’s favor; unless, of course, he was subtle enough to play it double, and wanted us to go forward with our heist…

We crossed the market, doubled back to catch the next set of stalls, but I knew we weren’t going to find anything. Not in such a dismal, open air market. I glanced up at the impenetrable night that seemed to suck away all the light, a patch of irregular darkness hemmed in on all sides by the towering skyscrapers around us. No. We’d not find her outfit here.

“No luck,” said Emma as we reached the far edge of the market. “Not unless Brielle wants to perform as a coal miner.”

“Sexy coal miner,” I said. “If anybody could pull it off…”

Brielle gave me an insincere smile. “I’m not even going to respond to your comments. But we’re going to have to look elsewhere for suitable attire, if such is even available in this sphere.”

“How do we go about doing that?” I asked.

“Ask around,” said Brielle. “There has to be someone, somewhere, who can provide us with an outfit.”

And so saying she marched back across the market to the most promising stall, which featured a wild array of gaudy parasols, colorful lanterns, scarves and boots. Brielle leaned over the table to put some peremptory demands to the vendor, an older man in an unflattering flowerpot of a hat. Who blinked dismayed at being so addressed, then did that turtle retreating into himself and wishing he were anywhere but being interrogated by Brielle thing I’d seen so many others do.

A stammered answer, a finger pointing off to the left, and then Brielle strode back to us. “He said we could try one of the main weaver shops, ask them if they know of a specialty buyer. Work our way up from the source.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “You got directions?”

“Of course, Noah. Follow me.” She stalked off through the market, turning heads as she went, her fiery hair an almost unnatural source of vivid color in the drab gloom. Emma and I shared a look and followed after, back across the market and into one of the buildings, entering by what looked like a fissure running through its core. 

The fissure proved to be the remnants of an alley, squeezed almost into non-existence by the pressing in of both buildings. Dark, with constant drips of water falling on our head, our footsteps echoing wetly about us, and furtive figures hustling by, heads bent and eyes averted, it was as unpleasant an entrance as I could imagine.

There was precious little light, and the darkness seemed to swarm with vermin and cockroaches. The stink was horrendous, and the floor barely discernible under the gelatinous filth that covered it. We passed countless doorways, many lit by small tapers or lanterns, and each afforded us a glimpse into someone’s private hell: a tiny dentist’s office featuring a single reclining chair and a panel of torture implements set neatly behind it, a man bent over another’s yawning mouth; a youth dabbing his dough-encased fist onto what looked like black drum heads, leaving behind pancakes of batter which quickly fried to perfection and which he then peeled off and set on a towering pile; a longer room than most, in which a half dozen people slaved away over tables and steaming vats, doing something I couldn’t figure out with either sheets of pasta or runs of yellow cloth; miniature convenience stores, shelves crowded with repurposed junk and moldy food; countless little holes in the wall where people slaved away amidst piles of junk, rusting machinery, sagging shelving, and endless bins and storage containers.

All of it barely lit by a minimum of light, by smoky tapers or stubby candles, by old glass lanterns or at worst the flickering half-light of crimson coals that sat inside iron stoves.

Brielle stopped a passing woman by pinching her sleeve and refusing to let go; the old woman gazed up at Brielle with something akin to horror, as if expecting a cleaver to the face, and stammered out a quick reply when Brielle asked for further directions. She fairly ran off into the dark, sobbing for breath as she went.

Up a narrow flight of stairs, each step of a different height, the walls bulging in or receding into dark holes, and out into another hallway, this one of a more regular shape with a lantern bolted to the wall every ten yards or so. The sounds of industry were louder here; hammers pounding away, the scrape of a saw, voices calling out orders or singing songs in tandem, the occasional burst of laughter. The doorways were more infrequent, and the rooms beyond them larger, some big enough to house entire cottage industries, dozens of individuals hunched over their tables or workstations, laboring away at stitching or weaving or carving in the light of filthy candles.

Our target was one such factory, a low-ceilinged expanse of darkness punctuated by islands of light in which spinning wheels spun, workers staring intently at the spindles and thread that they wove with speed and patience. The air smelled of greasy cotton and sweat, was stuffy and close, and an angular man unfolded himself from behind his desk set hard by the entrance to approach us, rubbing his hands together as he bobbed his head like a chicken.

“Hello, yes, yes? Welcome to our little shop, you’ve no doubt been referred, we produce only the finest wool and flax, made and cut to order, though if you would like your materials dyed, I can refer you to a good man, he works down below next to the leather workers, the smell, you see, is horrendous, yes?”

“Hello,” I said. “We’re actually looking for a referral. We were told you were the best vendor in the market, and I was hoping you could tell us if any of your customers design, ah, more risqué outfits, or customs of a more provocative nature?”

The angular man looked past me at Emma and Brielle and his brows lowered in crafty amusement. “Oh, I see, yes, well, here we only sell broadcloth, but if you’re looking for a specialty tailor, well, let me think. Confidentiality would prevent me from giving out names and contact information, you understand, what would my clients think if I referred them out to any nameless stranger who came calling…?”

“Here,” said Emma, digging out a gold coin from inside her coat. “This help?”

The man’s eyes widened and he quickly nipped the edge of the coin. His eyes widened further, and the coin disappeared as if by a magic trick from between his fingers.

“Then again, who am I to stand in the way of commerce, especially when those who would do business are of such quality? My customers would be furious, absolutely furious if I obstinately kept business from hammering at their doors, so yes, perhaps I can furnish you with a name, though his services aren’t cheap. Then again, that might not be a problem for you, am I right? And such beautiful ladies deserve only the finest, why, I myself would pay handsomely to see them model such outfits, indeed, I know a few other men of quality who would pay for private sessions, if that could be arranged…?”

I raised a hand, forestalling Brielle’s furious rebuttal, and smiled. “First, the outfits. How else can there be a show?”

“Indeed, indeed,” said the man, returning to his desk and casting covetous glances at Emma and Brielle all the while. “Let us see, let us see… here.” He rifled through the pages of a large ledger, running his finger down the onion skin paper, across hundreds of finely, hand-drawn lines, to a name which he followed across a dozen columns.

“We deliver our finest weave to master tailor Heballios. You can find him in Building C, fifth floor, it says here ‘slanting corridor, ask for Heballios.’ He doesn’t open the door to just anybody, so tell him I sent you, Master Weaver Jeferens, and he’ll let you in.”

“Building C,” I said. “Where’s that?”

“Oh, you don’t know?” And his gaze sharpened.

Had I made a mistake? “We’ll find it, thanks.”

“And do send word when your ladies are ready to perform. As I said, I would be willing to pay highly for a private audience.”

Brielle and Emma stepped back out into the hallway. I followed after, Jeferens at my heels like a small dog.

“And would be willing to pay more, much more, if my specialized tastes could be catered to! Nothing disfiguring, I assure you, but most refine, unlike the common man, perhaps they’d even enjoy it -”

He fell silent as we hurried away down the corridor, back to the stairwell, and to the dripping darkness of that narrow alleyway.

“Disgusting,” said Brielle. “I prefer it down here with the roaches and rats.”

It took us an hour to find Heballios, during which I began to mentally imagine him as a noble Greek horse. The reality was much stranger. His tailor shop had an unimpressive front, even by Tagimron’s standards, and I hesitated a good thirty seconds before knocking on what looked like a sordid closet door wedged in between two large sewer pipes.

Nothing happened. I knocked again, and was about to turn away when a sliding partition snapped open, revealing two shrewd, darting eyes. 

“Yes? State your business? Though if you’re selling some aught, you can go languish in the Hell of Upside Down Sinners!”

I took a placating step backward. “Master Heballios? Master Weaver Jeferens referred us to you. Said you could design us a specialty costume?”

“That simpleton? I trust his referrals as much as I do what crawls out of my toilet. Who are you? What manner of costume? I must warn you, my prices are exorbitant!”

Brielle elbowed me aside. “I am to dance on a stage tonight. We need a costume that will entice the audience to spend freely. Either you open this door and deal with us plainly, or we will take our leave.”

Her imperious tone could have left acid marks on the metal door. Heballios’ eyes widened, darted up and down Brielle’s figure, and then the sliding partition snapped closed and the door opened three inches, heavy chain locks stretching taut as he did so.

“Now this is a body I can work with. Yes. A costume? Where will you be dancing? The setting determines the flair of the costume.”

Heballios was not an inspiring figure. I’d have figured him for homeless if I’d seen him anywhere else. Balding, with a wispy gray beard, he wore a tiny pair of glasses over his carrot nose. His hunched over frame was hidden within what looked like a burgundy sack, so that he appeared almost shapeless, his head jutting before his nebulous body.

“The brothel beneath the Final Skulls’ processing floor,” said Brielle. 

“Ah, yes, I know it, though not personally, but of it, yes, it’s reputation is interesting.” Heballios scratched at his beard. “Not a specialty shop, but its location attracts good clientele; good insofar as they have money to spend, but poor in that they are little more than the common run of men, bellowing like beasts in the hopes of groping some soft flesh, smashing their fists into their crotches as they seek to alleviate their base desires in the crudest manner possible. Still. Yours is a rare beauty, my dear. Magnificent bone structure. Look at that posture. And yes, something about your air, that regal disdain. You will drive the men mad, and wearing one of my outfits? They won’t stand a chance.”

Brielle took this as her due, inclining her head but a fraction of an inch. “How much?”

“A rush job, but one that shall be a pleasure to work on? A month’s food and water, or, barring that, sufficient to buy as much; thirty gold.”

Emma didn’t bother haggling; she simply stepped forward, digging into her pouch, and quickly counted forth as many coins. 

“Another beauty! Yet where one is the sun, fiery and resplendent, the other is the moon, reserved and enchanting.” Heballios took a coin, bit it, then nodded and swept the rest into a pouch that disappeared back into the folds of his clothing. “Very well! Come in! Enter, but take off your shoes within the doorway, I won’t have you tramping filth and rot into my home. Come, come!”

We exchanged glances, and did as we were bid. I’d thought to interject, demand to see some samples of his wares, but Brielle’s manner assuaged my doubts. Something about Heballios inspired confidence. 

We shucked our boots, placing them in a large bucket, and followed the tailor into his home. 

It was a place of wonder. 

The dimensions of the room were impossible to divine, as the walls and ceiling were completely masked by hanging draperies of thick velvet, all of them overlapping and billowing forth so that it was as if we entered something between a circus tent and womb, or perhaps a warm burrow. Candles safely contained with glass bowls drew out the deep colors of these wall hangings, so that islands of smoldering crimson, burgundy, and umber glowed about us. The floor was thickly carpeted with what had to be dozens of layers, giving the ground a spongy tread, and the air was redolent of dust, fabric, incense and a mineral tang I couldn’t place.

In the gloom I could make out tailor dummies of various sizes and postures, while one side of the chamber was dominated by endless cascades of different clothes; I saw the glimmer of silks, the sheen of metallic fabrics, the richness of heavily dyed wool, gauzy linens, and more. 

Heballios smacked a pedestal in the center of the room as he shuffled by it. “Up, up!” And proceeded to a large storm lantern which he lit with the quick tip of a candle. He adjusted the shutters so that a beam of light fell selectively across the dais, and then hurried to the next lantern, and then the next. In short order six of them were lit, all of them casting their bright light upon Brielle as she rose to her full height, causing her mane of crimson hair to burn with a deep refulgence, her whole frame lit up in the gloom like a dream of womanhood in the darkest and most fervent imaginations of a teenage boy.

“Now,” said Heballios, smoothing down his beard as he turned to consider her. “You no doubt have your own thoughts about what you would like to wear, but discard them. Let me see, let me be the judge. Disrobe.”

Brielle’s lips thinned with momentary displeasure, but then she gave a grudging nod and began to unbutton her coat. Emma and I stood to one side, in the shadows, and I couldn’t have torn my eyes away from Brielle if a fire had broken out. 

Brielle tossed her coat aside. Unbuckled her belt, slid it free, and held it out, scabbarded blade attached, so that Emma could step forward and take it. Peeled off her socks, then shimmied out of her leggings, stepping out of them and kicking them off the dais. 

Her legs were gorgeous. As well I knew. Yet it was one thing to feel them flexing around your waist as you pounded into her, another to regard them like this, long and toned, the thighs firm, the swelling of her calves, the angular delicacy of her ankles. 

Then, in one smooth, clean movement, she pulled her tunic up over her head and cast it aside, turning defiantly to stare down at Heballios, hands on her hips, clad now only in a tight wrap around her breasts and pale underwear that hooked up high over her hipbones.

She looked magnificent, devastatingly confident, her disdain only making her more arresting, her figure the gorgeous perfection that only a supremely fit young woman could ever hope of achieving. Flat stomach, full breasts that were almost cruelly wrapped down to no doubt give Brielle support during combat, insane consequent cleavage over which a smattering of freckles could be seen, as if snowflakes of flame had dusted down upon her pale skin and there singed them to perfection.

And her hair. A coiled mass of fiery snakes that were so much more than mere ‘red’ - I saw in the depths of her mane everything from copper and bronze to blood-red vermillion, gleaming and drawing the eye like a moth to a bonfire. 

Brielle lifted her chin and somehow, despite having disrobed before a seedy stranger in the heart of filthy Tagimron, she seemed all the more imperious and exalted for her near nudity.

“Magnificent,” breathed Heballios. “For once that jaundiced idiot has sent me a project worthy of my talents. Athletic, sensual, but ah, that air of disregard, so that I feel pathetic, a victim to my own raging lust. How to dress you? What manner of costume would enhance your assets, instead of bringing them down? Nothing tawdry, though there is always appeal in degradation. No. We need something different, something unexpected, something that will excite the imagination even as it suggests worlds of dark pleasure beyond the understanding of the common man. Cobalt blue is my first instinct, a deep azure to set off your hair and complexion, but no - by the rank and perfidious gods, that would be a juvenile mistake! No. No frills, no short and silly skirts. Hmm!”

Brielle merely raised an eyebrow as Heballios rambled on, weight on one hip, the other cocked out, the posture elegant and arousing, the light of the lamps causing a long, curving vertical shadow to outline the swell of her thigh muscle.

“No, stop thinking along common, plebeian lines. Stop it, stop it!” Heballios smacked the side of his head with shocking violence, then gripped at his beard and tugged at it with both fists, doubling over as if stabbed in the gut. “Think, man, think! Stop being so derivative, so boring!”

I shared a worried glance with Emma, but she raised her finger to her lips, so I nodded and remained still.

“We must cast a net with which to catch every errant eye, every lost soul. She must be imperious, yes, above them, yet each viewer must hope of earning her grudging favor so that they may lick her heels in slavish worship. A net to ensnare them, imprison their lust, so that they drive themselves mad as they thrash and fight its coils, roaring like dumb brutes, tearing at their own flesh, cocks straining like the main masts of ships as they go over a vast and infinitely wet waterfall…”

Heballios went still. Then, by very slow degrees, turned his gaze back to Brielle, eyes narrowing speculatively behind his spectacles. “Yes… a net with which to catch them…”

Brielle had remained still through all this, a statue, remote and forbidding, but now she narrowed her eyes. “What is it, man?”

“Yes, that would suit. Black silk, twined into fine rope, slender yet elastic, breathable and durable. A ring, gold, of course, to anchor the top, and into that web we would weave the bare necessities…”

I stepped forward. “Heballios? Explain your thinking.”

“Look upon that perfection. We must use it as a stage on which to foment desire. We must take her regal bearing and twist it, pervert it, build upon its strength even as we lead men’s thoughts toward the darkest of impulses. So, no frilly skirts, no knee high boots, not even corsets or refined exotica made from peacock feathers and whalebone. No: we shall turn her into a dark dominatrix, a fearful eidolon of all that is cruel and feminine. We shall place a circle of gold - or perhaps to match - oh.”

Heballios blinked as he stared at Brielle’s brow. “That… you are…?”

“A Refiner?” I asked. “No. That was forced upon her against her wish. We’ll need that covered up.”

Heballios looked dubious, but then his gaze raced down Brielle’s body once more and he seemed to put the concern aside. “Very well. A simple matter. A domino mask, or perhaps something of face-fitting leather, to enhance her remoteness, her unknowability. But a circle of god over her chest, anchoring the slender silk ropes which will encase her body, geometric lines that hint at a corset, perhaps, descending to mid-thigh, a black mesh that hides nothing but hints at control and pain, at discipline and cruelty. Slender triangles of black silk to cover her nipples and sex, and black heels to carve those calves into perfection.”

I glanced up at Brielle. “What do you think?”

“I’d have to see it to give my final opinion.” Her tone was brisk, as if we were discussing the commissioning of a saddle instead of her stripper outfit.

“There is one drawback,” said Heballios, massaging his beard as if seeking to push it back into his jaw. “A complex outfit like this will take time and delicacy to put on and adjust. You will need an assistant trained in its design.”

“That would be me,” said Emma, raising a hand. 

“Then I shall begin! Let me find the apposite ring. And the silk cords, I have them here, the remnants of a net used once to catch a Shoxar, or so I was told, though who cares, who cares, if the material be pliant and pleasing to the touch?”

Heballios hurried off to the wings of the room, disappearing between the folds of his hanging draperies, and I heard the click and scrape of a chest being opened.

“What do you think?” I asked Emma.

Who raised her eyebrows as she glanced at Brielle. “Given my extensive experience with stripper ware, I think it sounds… complex?”

Brielle’s lip curled into a smile. “I need only wear it once.”

“Thank goodness. If I had to tie you up in that outfit each night I’d start to question things about myself.”

Brielle’s smile turned into a smirk, and I turned to Emma in surprise. 

“What?” she asked, and waved her hand at Brielle. “I mean, look at her.”

“Oh, he has been,” said Brielle, tone droll, rolling her eyes. “Hardly subtle, Master Kilmartin.”

“It’s a tough duty that the Source has thrust upon me,” I said. “Though, for the universe’s sake, I’ll undertake every aspect of it with the utmost diligence.”

“You’re ogling me for the sake of the universe,” said Brielle, arching an eyebrow.

“My duty knows no bounds,” I said, grinning up at her. “There’s no limit to what I’m willing to do to save all of creation.”

And for a second I was hit with a pulse of amazement: was I standing here bantering with a near-naked Brielle as if it were the most normal thing in the world? Where was the boy who’d been beamed up to Bastion, who’d have died blushing before even thinking of saying those words?

Long gone, I realized. That kid died somewhere in Ghogiel.

And it felt damn good to just grin up at Brielle and hold her fiery gaze, to smile with easy confidence.

She studied me, and I realized her thoughts were running along the same lines. “How you’ve changed, Noah Kilmartin. You don’t resemble that boy I met back in Bastion almost at all.”

“Rude,” I said, picking at where my tunic had grown tight across my muscled chest and shoulders. “To comment on how I’ve put on weight.”

Emma and Brielle both snorted and then shared a glance, and then Heballios came shuffling up, a mass of black rope over his shoulder, several pouches hanging from one fist, a large pair of shears in the other. 

“To work! This will be a delicate business, and will involve my touching your body in a most intimate manner. Forgive me, my lady, for while I confess I shall derive immense pleasure from doing so, I promise I will in no way be less than professional! Now, step down so that I can take your measurements.”

Emma and I watched as the old man wrapped a length of tape around Brielle’s chest, her ribs, measured her height, her hips, the length of her legs, and almost every other possible length of her that could be imagined, muttering each number to himself but not writing them down. 

“Now, let us begin. Hold this ring over your chest just here. Do not let it move!” He plucked a golden circle as large as that formed when one make’s an ‘OK’ symbol with thumb and forefinger, and pressed it to her freckled chest. 

From there, he quickly snipped and wove a mesh of black cords about her, tying them off so cunningly I couldn’t make out the knots. Around her neck, around her chest and back, down her center to wrap between her legs and back up between her shoulder blades; he formed a lattice of tightly woven black cords that formed what he said would be the skeleton upon which the rest would be tied. 

“There,” he said, and had her shrug out of the net, which he then hurried over to a table and set to working on, snipping and adjusting, weaving and knotting. I couldn’t help but study Brielle’s body, drinking in her perfection as she sat there. It was all too easy to recall the times we’d fucked. The first time back in Bastion during the Fourth Trial in that smoky room filled with strangers. How I’d bent her over that altar and ravaged her cruelly, influenced by that corrupting smoke.

The second time, in Ghogiel, when we’d woken up together in Harthome, and she’d jerked me off before letting me go down on her, to lick her pussy until I’d said that phrase that had triggered her so. The last time, high in the mountains above Peruthros, when I’d fucked her hard against the cliff face. Made her beg for it, beg for me to pleasure her. A whisper of her words came back to me, the moment when she’d caved, her lust and desire mastering her reserve and disdain.

“Fuck you,” she’d groaned. “Lick me. Lick my cunt, Noah. Do it. Now.”

And yet somehow she still seemed a stranger in many ways, her body mysterious, something crucial held in reserve, an intimacy hinted at but not reached like I’d done with Valeria and Imogen. 

Brielle was sitting on the edge of the dais, one leg crossed over the other, leaning forward, chin resting on the palm of her hand, finger tapping her lips as she watched Heballios work. Unaware, for the moment, that I was drinking her in. The long lines of her legs. The freckles across her shoulders. The natural pout of her lips, her curving eyelashes, her long, dexterous fingers. It was hard to believe I’d licked her pussy, sucked on her tits, made her scream as she’d orgasmed. As if that had happened between two other people, or taken place in a dream. 

Something alerted her, some instinct, and she looked sidelong at me. I fought the instinct to look away, mastered the reaction I’d had since birth, and held her gaze. Allowed her to sense my desire, the intensity of my thoughts. 

She didn’t look away. Her smoky gray eyes narrowed an infinitesimal fraction, and without really changing her neutral expression suddenly felt knowing, pleased, placated, like a cat who has finally had its plate of cream placed before it.

God but I wanted to take her. Slide inside her, feel the long length of her against me, hear her breath in my ears as I took her, parting her legs, her cunt wet, dripping down the inside of those pale, perfect thighs. Broke through that reserve, that disdain, to reveal that ferocious hunger that I knew smoldered in her core.

Brielle raised an eyebrow, gave a slight, chiding shake of her head, and looked away once more, pivoting her chin on her palm.

Deep breaths. I stepped back, into the shadows, found a narrow bench, sat. My face was flushed, my pulse racing. 

Emma sat down beside me. “You all right there, tiger?”

I gave a shaky smile. “Yeah. Thanks.”

Emma leaned back, resting her elbows over the bench back, and crossed her legs, bouncing her left foot as she considered Brielle in the spotlight. “Even now. After all we’ve been through. This… journey, this experience of ours. Strikes me as surreal. So strange. Like a dream. I keep waiting to wake up. Find out that I’ve nodded off on that bus to New York.”

“Ain’t happening,” I said. “That bus was pulverized.”

“Yeah, I know.” A beat. “Careful with her.”

I sat up straight. “With Brielle? Why? You know, I’ve changed a lot since Ohio. I’m capable of handling a woman like her.”

Emma gave me a skeptical look, then hid her smirk by tonguing the inside of her cheek and nodding her head. “Sure you can. But that’s not what I mean.”

“Then what?”

“Brielle’s a very complex person.” Each word carefully chosen. “She’s in a lot of pain. Behind each wall lies another defensive mechanism. It’s like turtles all the way down. You can’t buy into her act. Well, you shouldn’t. Because if you do, you could wind up hurting her even more than you realize.”

I frowned as I studied Brielle once more. “I hear you. I know she uses her looks and attitude to keep people away.”

“Maybe you do. But from the way you were looking at her just now…”

I flushed. No denying that accusation. “OK, maybe I lost track there for a bit.”

“It’s all right. I’m not judging. Like I said, there’s something about Brielle that makes me ask questions about myself -”

“Wait,” I said, turning to face her full-on. “For real?”

Emma gave me a surprised smile. “Noah, c’mon. Brielle is practically a supermodel. But it’s not just her looks.” She lowered her chin as she gazed past me at the princess. “There’s something about her. I can’t quite pin it down. Something… a combination of her strength and vulnerability.”

I was stunned. Felt like a high schooler who’d just discovered their best friend had gotten laid on the sly. “Wait, wait, wait. I never knew you had feelings for girls.”

Emma gave me an appraising look, and suddenly I felt like a high schooler. “Nothing strong or serious. Crushes on older girls when I was growing up. Not even anything… sexual. Just a potent combination of admiration, longing to be as cool as they were, envy of how beautiful they were… remember Madison from the track and field team?”

“C’mon. I’m a red-blooded male who went to Ruddock High. Of course I do.”

“Wasn’t just the guys watching her stretch on the field.” Emma exhaled, a quiet snort of amusement. “God, it’s weird to think of Madison.”

“So you’re, I mean, you’ve got…”

Emma gave me a flat, level look, as if daring me to dig my hole a little deeper.

“Huh,” I said, turning to face forward once more. “I’d never have guessed.”

“Michael and I discussed it, once,” she said, voice turning meditative, distant as she watched Brielle once more. “As something we might explore in the future. Mostly I was just teasing him.” She pursed her lips in thought and then reached up to curl a strand of her pale blonde hair behind her ear. “Mostly.”

And of course, my thoughts immediately ran down those gleaming railroad tracks toward the obvious destination: if Emma was into Brielle - which she’d said she was, hadn’t she? And both of them were also willing to sleep with me, then - ! Did that mean? 

“Oh Noah,” said Emma, voice rich with tolerant scorn. “You are so transparent it hurts.”

“You can’t fault a guy for dreaming.”

She snorted again. “Hallucinating, more like. Just because I’ve admitted a very small and private crush on Brielle doesn’t mean you should run out to buy a bottle of wine and some lube.”

I laughed, and covered my mouth when Brielle glanced curiously over at us. She narrowed her eyes, suspicious, then looked back to the tailor.

“Fine. What if I get candles, too?”

Emma smacked the back of my head, but I could tell she was amused.

“Well, answer me this. For how long have you been, ah, attracted to Brielle?”

“God, I shouldn’t have told you. Now you’re going to make this into a big thing. It’s not like that. Just an awareness of her… I don’t know. Her femininity. Her beauty. It’s… exciting to be close to her. Feels a little dangerous.”

“Valeria is plenty dangerous. Fuck, Neveah is like a walking heart attack waiting to happen for anyone that looks her way.”

“It’s not just about being dangerous,” said Emma. “It’s… why am I even trying to explain this to you?”

“Hey, you brought it up.”

“Hmph.” Emma bit the corner of her lips and subsided into silence. I’d almost given up on getting anything else out of her when she spoke again. “It’s like I said before. A mix of feelings. Admiration for her strength. Her boldness. How she’ll stand up to anyone. Takes shit from nobody. How fierce she is. And yet, all of that is undercut by her mysterious insecurity. I can sense her pain. It’s like what I used to feel for Madison, but turned up to 11.”

I thought of Brielle’s sister, the wunderkind that had saved her home planet against all odds, who had forever cast Brielle into her shadow, but said nothing. Confidences were not meant to be broken.

“Anyway.” Emma uncrossed and recrossed her legs. “What I was trying to tell you was to be careful with her. She’ll let you take her places she thinks she wants to go, but really doesn’t. Don’t let her invitation fool you.”

I frowned. “That almost makes sense.”

“Probably the best I can hope to get from you.”

The words slipped out of my mouth before I could stop them. “You still think about Michael?” And my heart lurched as I desperately and just as suddenly wished them back.

Emma inhaled deeply, chin lowering, frowning as she stared through Brielle and into the middle distance. “Yeah.” Her voice was soft. “But… everything from back home’s starting to feel more and more like a dream.”

“I thought you said this felt like the dream.”

“Maybe with enough time this will feel real, and Ohio like the fantasy land.” She bit her lower lip again, and I felt my breath catch. She looked so dignified, melancholic, distant and gorgeous. The moon to Brielle’s sun. “But as our world grows more unreal, my thoughts of Michael grow less. I still miss him. But in the beginning - back in Bastion - I used to catch myself wishing he were with us, to help us, to take care of us.”

I bit back my immediate retort, and was glad I did so when she continued.

“Because now I see that you are more than capable of taking care of us.” Her gaze slid over to me. “You’ve changed so much. I don’t mean just your body, though… I guess nobody’s complaining about that.”

“You mean you’re not complaining.”

Emma rolled her eyes. “Fine. I’m not complaining.”

“You know you can ask me to flex any time. Seriously.”

She thwapped my shoulder. “I was trying to tell you something serious, you idiot.”

I assumed a solemn expression. “Yes. Right. Continue.”

She looked away. “Never mind.”

“No, go on.” I reached out, took her hand. “Emma?”

She scowled, looked down at our hands. Sighed. “Just that you’ve changed. As a person. You feel… I don’t know. Like you belong in this world. Like all this magic and monsters and mayhem feel right for you. Like… this is going to sound crazy, but maybe you were meant for this. An adventure like this. In a way that you weren’t meant for Ruddock, or college, or your dad’s firm, or any of it back home.”

Her words struck me hard. I blinked several times, let them settle in my mind. “So you think the Source didn’t make a mistake when it chose me?”

A disbelieving laugh. “Are you serious?”

“I mean, no. I mean, maybe? But just with you. I wouldn’t admit that to the others.”

She turned to face me full-on. “You still have doubts about being the Savior?”

“No. I know I’m the Savior. I just… I mean, it maybe still feels like the Source was scraping the bottom of the barrel when it picked me.”

She squeezed my hand tightly again. “Noah, you can fucking fly.”

“Not very well.”

“And throw lightning bolts.”

“Well, true.”

“And you won through the Five Trials.”

“I had help.”

“And defeated Victor.”

“Again -”

“And got us out of Ghogiel. You’ve already gotten farther than some of the other Saviors, right? Like Neveah’s?”

I blinked again. “Yeah. I guess you’re right.”

“So no. You’re not the bottom of the fucking barrel. It’s like I said. I think you’re suited for this madness. Like, it actually makes sense to you. Which is why the Source picked you, maybe. It wasn’t a mistake.”

“Huh.” I inhaled deeply, felt my emotions roil at her words. My chest was tight. On some level I’d been paying lip service still to the idea of being the Savior - or perhaps had believed it when around the likes of Imogen and the others - but with Emma I’d still felt myself. For her to say that, to feel it so absolutely…

“Thanks,” I said. “That means a lot.”

“You’re welcome,” she said, squeezing my hand again.

“But that’s got a corollary. It means you were chosen for a reason, too.”

“That I don’t know about,” she said, sitting back and looking away.

“If I was picked for a reason, then so were you.”

“I was caught in your beam-me-up field of energy or whatever.”

“The Source could have left you behind. It’s not like it’s operating a sloppy Star Trek transporter system, you know.”

Her scowl deepened. “I know. I’m the Heart power in our Captain Planet team. Whoopee.”

I laughed and gave her shoulder a shove. “C’mon, you’re more than that.”

“Am I? What else can I do?”

“Oh god, the urge to use the cheesiest pick-up line in the world almost destroyed me.” I gave her my biggest shit-eating grin. “You should thank your lucky stars my will is so strong.”

“Oh really? I thought you were rated at a 37. Out of 100.”

“Bah, that was back in Bastion. By now? I’ve probably grown to at least… I don’t -”

“38 or 39? Maybe.” She smiled teasingly. “But anyways.”

“Well, look. I’m the fucking Savior, right?”

“I think we’ve determined that much.”

“Then I say I want you with me, I need you with me, and I wouldn’t swap you out for anybody else in the world. Or all of them.”

And like that I became supremely aware of her hand in mine, how close she was sitting to me, and how strong emotion arose within me as it always had when I used to think about her, the future, and my chances of ever making us happen.

“First of all,” she said, keeping her tone wry, “you don’t know everyone in all the worlds, and second -”

I leaned in and kissed her.

Sheer shock kept her still for the briefest of moments, her eyes popping open wide. Her lips were soft, her smell all about me, and then she pushed away, raising the back of her hand to her mouth. “Noah -”

“No,” I said, voice rough. “Enough. I’ve said my part, and I mean it. You’re one of my companions. You’re one of mine, and I won’t have you doubting yourself.”

She stared at me, shock returning. I’d never spoken to her in that way, with such command and brusqueness. 

“You hear me?” I reached out and slid my fingers around the nape of her neck. Felt energy rise up in my eyes, felt my gaze grow magnetic, my will as strong as steel. “The Source chose you. You’re meant to be here. You’re crucial to the success of our mission, and we cannot do it without you.”

Emma blinked, completely taken aback, and then finally managed a shaky nod. 

“Good,” I said, releasing her and easing back onto the bench. Saw that Brielle was watching us with a frown all of her own, but didn’t wave or smile at her. Simply glared at her in turn. “Then that’s settled.”

“I… all right.” Emma sounded disconcerted, and smoothed down the fabric of her leggings. “Sure.”

“Ready!” yelled Heballios, scooping up his mass of ropes and rushing back to Brielle, where he stopped, frowned, and then gave a sharp shake of his head. “You will have to strip completely.”

“I…” Brielle looked momentarily disconcerted. 

“The outfit is extremely form fitting. You expect me to tailor it over all this?” And he reached out to tug at her wrap.

I stepped in. “All right. But we’ll need privacy for this fitting. Lay out the costume and show us what must be done.”

Heballios hopped from foot to foot like some gnome out of a fairy tale, thwarted in his desires. “You? Adjust? How will you adjust with any amount of finesse?”

“We’ll let you know what fits and what doesn’t. End of story.” I crossed my arms and stared at the little man. “Lay out the dress. Explain what must be done.”

Heballios glared at me and then wilted. “Very well, but do not lodge complaints if the result is less than satisfactory as a result of your ham-fisted manipulations! Here.” And he lay the black ropes out on the dais, tugging and pulling it right. There was so little material I could barely believe it. 

“The key, as I said, is the chest ring. Orient around that. I’ve arranged it so that these tiny gold clasps - see here, the hook and eyes? She can insert her arms through here and here, and you then bring the ropes around, enmeshing her, and clasping the whole closed down her back. It will be snug! This triangle is to cover her sex. I know, I know, it appears quite small, but that is appropriate given your choice of occupation! Wrap this down and between her legs, affixing it here to this second circle that should rest over the small of her back. The ‘skirt,’ as it were, wraps around her thighs, like so. It should ride up whenever she attempts anything athletic. Are we clear?”

“Clear,” said Emma, reaching out to tug a rope into place.

“Very well. I shall be next door. Do not touch any of my belongings! I shall be listening closely. Summon me when ready.”

And with many dolorous sighs, as if he was the most woeful being in all of Tagimron, Heballios disappeared into the wings.

Brielle considered the ropes. “And this is absolutely necessary.”

“Think of it this way,” said Emma. “I don’t think I could pull off wearing that.”

Brielle’s gaze flicked up and down Emma’s figure. “Don’t sell yourself short.”

Emma laughed, surprised. “I’m not. Even if I fit in that… mesh? I’d spend the whole time blushing and trying to cover myself up.”

“And you think I won’t?” Brielle sounded distant, pensive. “Very well. Let’s see if this fits.”

She reached up behind her back, and with quick, efficient tugs, undid the knot tying her wrap about her breasts. Leaned forward so that it fell into her hands, and like that her breasts were revealed, her nipples hard already, aureoles pale against her milky skin. She reached down, peeled off her panties, and then stood before us, hands on hips.

With great effort I didn’t ogle her. Emma took up the slender mesh of black rope, frowned as it threatened to collapse into a mess, but then straightened it all out and held it out to Brielle. Who carefully inserted her arms through the designated gaps, and turned so Emma could pull the whole ensemble about her frame.

“You’re going to have to help me here,” Emma said, frown deepening as she sought to bring the uppermost clasp to the eyelet. 

“Sure.” I knelt, grabbed the lower segment, and pulled it tight about Brielle’s torso. The slender ropes pressed into her flesh, and her perfect ass was right there before my face, taut and curved like a dream. 

“Here,” said Brielle, “the ring’s in place.”

Emma worked with quick focus, hooking and adjusting, working her way down, till I scooted aside so she could fasten the lower segments. Brielle reached and looped the panties section between her legs, handing it back to Emma, and I couldn’t help but stare as I saw the fabric, black silk and impossibly small, cover her red-thatched pussy lips, wrap up to disappear between her butt cheeks and then attach to the ring at the small of her back.

“There,” said Emma, voice husky, leaning back on her heels. “How does it feel?”

Brielle tugged and pulled at the ensemble, not turning yet. The ropes were arrayed in geometric patterns across her fit body, like the blueprint of a corset, or the skeleton of a black cocktail dress. Tight enough to press into her firm flesh without cutting, flaunting her curves, accentuating them, making the swell of her hip, the curve of her waist, the subtle strength of her back all the more feminine and pronounced.

A deep breath, and then she turned to face us. 

Holy shit.

I heard Emma inhale.

Heballios was a motherfucking genius. The outfit revealed and enticed at the same time, made Brielle appear remote and dangerous, the small black triangles that covered her nipples and sex somehow making her sensuality all the more alluring and arousing. There was something of the dominatrix to her. You wouldn’t make love to a woman dressed like that - you’d fuck her, fuck her hard - if she let you. 

Brielle’s expression was icy, remote, her eyes calculating as she observed our reactions. Then, to increase our torment, she reached up, stretched toward the ceiling, rose to the balls of her feet, ribcage rising, breasts pulling up, only to sink low and press her face to her knees, as limber a stretch as any ballerina, hair spilling out like a carpet of embers over her feet. Rose, twisted, and then placed a foot on the dais and pressed into a runner’s lunge, testing the material, frowning as she considered herself.

Holy shit. I could watch her stretch in that dominatrix outfit for, like, eternity.

The subtle play of long muscles, the flexion of her torso, the way she moved, her grace and utter femininity, all of it changed, twisted by her outfit and the dark, sexual fantasies it aroused.

“And?” She looked at us over her shoulder as she pulsed down into her lunge, knee rising nearly to her chin, the swell of her mons clad in that black silk dipping and rising, dipping and rising. “Adequate?”

“I, uh,” I managed.

“Yes.” Emma’s voice was husky again. “Adequate. That’s, yeah.”

“It’s tight around my hips,” said Brielle, lowering her leg and standing straight before us. “Here, see?”

Emma leaned forward, and even from where I stood I saw what she was talking about. The cord cut deeper into her flesh there, would no doubt bruise. 

“How about around the chest?” asked Emma, voice clinical. “The ribs?”

“Fine for one night. Heballios!” Brielle’s voice was a whip crack.

The old man stumbled forth as if summoned like a demonic imp, blinking and rubbing his hands together. Hurried up to where Brielle stood and raised both hands as if to praise her. “A vision! And near perfect execution on my part. The eternal feminine dichotomy made flesh! Whorish slut and magnificent queen. Those poor men shall desire nothing more than to be broken upon your wheel! But here, a few adjustments, yes?”

He got to work, loosening, adjusting, circling her and tut-tutting to himself, shears snipping, new lengths of cord being inserted, the outfit being tweaked and tugged, so that Brielle’s assets responded in kind. She remained still, gazing off into the middle distance.

I crossed my arms. Heballios’ words rung in my mind. This was essential to our mission, yes, but would this really have an adverse effect on Brielle’s psyche? Could she handle this? I’d been cavalier about demanding she do it - we needed an escape route for the C-Machine, and through the strip club was best, which meant gaining backstage access, which meant getting one of our companions hired there to dance - but what price was Brielle going to pay? 

Too late now.

“There,” said Heballios. “I declare myself satisfied. I have earned my thirty gold. You shall destroy the minds of all who gaze upon you.”

“My clothing,” said Brielle.

Emma crouched and handed it up to her. “You want to change back?”

“No. I’ll simply wear my clothes over this. It’s as snug as any underwear, after all.” And she proceeded to pull on leggings, tunic, cloak. A moment later she was herself once more, yet something ineffable had changed; there was a strange appeal to her, something forbidden and erotic, even as she stood there. And I realized what it was: I couldn’t forget about that mesh of black rope about her nubile form, even now, encasing her in its dark erotic allure. 

“Do come again,” said Heballios. “And you, young lady. If you are yourself in need of something overwhelmingly erotic, do not hesitate to come knock on my door.”

Emma smiled self-consciously and looked away. “Understood.”

I led the others back to the front door, where we pulled out our boots. “Thank you, Master Tailor.”

He bowed low. “The pleasure was mine. I doubt I’ll ever have such a canvas on which to work again. I shall listen for the sound of weeping and the gnashing of teeth, which will no doubt herald your appearance on the stage, my lady.”

“Thank you,” she said, extending her hand to him in a courtly manner. 

Heballios pressed her hand to his brow, and she appeared once more nothing less than a princess, doing her duty by the common people.

I pulled open the narrow door, and we stepped out once more into the dank hallway. When the door closed behind us, we were plunged into almost complete darkness.

“Right,” I said. “That’s done. Ready for the next part?”

“What’s the next part?” asked Emma.

“Time to audition,” said Brielle. 

“Time to audition,” I confirmed. “Let’s get ourselves to that fucking nunnery.”

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

A broad flight of stairs led up to the Sump Pump. Which was impressive in and of itself; after spending the day walking the cramped and awkward interiors of Tagimron’s buildings, I found myself taken aback by the luxury of the staircase. Despite being crude and battered, the edges rimmed with scuffed metal, it was wide enough for four people to climb at the same time, and that right there spoke to its importance and wealth. 

An archway ringed with small, crimson lanterns gave way to what proved to be the antechamber; a desk greeted us just within, with what looked like a coat check and waiting room just beyond. Behind the desk lounged a young woman, her black hair hanging down about her jawline, her body lean and clad in a mishmash of cast-off pieces; a torn corset, elbow-high gloves, a circlet of black velvet about her neck. Her face was heavily made-up, but she looked like she’d already had a rough night - her mascara had run down her cheeks as if she’d been crying, and her lipstick was smeared up across her lip and cheek. 

She evaluated with practiced eye as we stepped up. “You’re not ‘ere for the show.”

“We aim to be the show,” I said. “I represent Miss Ishtar. We’d like to inquire with the management as to pay and policies.”

“Ishtar, hey?” The girl rocked back on the rear legs of her chair, gaze flicking up and down Brielle, and gave a grudging nod. “New meat for grinder. Hold on. I’ll fetch the missus.”

She rose and stalked away to a door I’d not noticed in the back. Knocked, stuck her head in, spoke, then gestured over her shoulder with her thumb. 

Came back, sat. “Missus Hawk will be right with you. Step on in.”

We moved past the desk. Three large steps to the right led up to a recessed iron door whose red paint was flaking off. It looked formidable enough to stop a battering ram. 

Ratty carpet underfoot. The far wall obscured by a curtain that hung from a high rail. Everything dingy, smelling of cigarette smoke, of sweat. Perhaps when the lighting was right and music was playing it’d be the seductive parlor before the altar of feminine allure, or however Heballios had put it, but right now it looked sad and worn.

The door opened and Miss Hawk emerged. I’d been expecting some decrepit crone, all beady eyes and puckered mouth, some lamprey of a person who was leeching off the youth of her charges, but instead saw a woman in her late thirties, perhaps, handsome and dressed in a shockingly clean white dress, a frilly number offset by a bright red corset. Diaphanous sleeves swept all the way down to her hands, there turning into fingerless gloves, while her skirt blossomed around her like some Victorian get-up.

But it was her face that caught me, shocked me: dark brown hair done up in curls that put me in mind of something between Princess Leia’s buns; handsome, forthright features; lips painted a gleaming red; eyes alive with humor and insight, intelligence and warmth. 

“Good evening,” she said, coming forward and extending her hand to Brielle, her smile perfunctory but voice warm, a rich, chocolatey purr that while low seemed to fill the room. “I am Kate Hawk. Ladela said you were interested in employment?”

Brielle was similarly disarmed by the madam’s appearance; she took Miss Hawk’s hand and inclined her head, her smile at once cynical, self-deprecating, and hesitant. 

“Yes. There are precious few opportunities in Tagimron,” she said. “I thought I would capitalize on my assets.”

Miss Hawk’s eyebrows rose, a smile coming to her lips. “Capitalize on your assets? How positively mercenary of you. You’ll fit right in. And what beauty. You are absolutely stunning. Have you danced before?”

“Not professionally,” said Brielle. 

“The Sump Pump - such a charming name, you’ll agree - is also a brothel. My girls are expected to sleep with paying clients, though, of course, you reserve the right to say no. Have you hooked before?”

“No,” said Brielle, voice growing stiff. “I’ve not hooked.”

“But you are willing to do so.”

“She is,” I said, stepping forward and inclining my head. Time to assert myself. “We need to make ends meet.”

Miss Hawk gave me a warm smile. “And you are?”

“Master Williams.”

“Well, Master Williams, when it comes to these matters, I prefer for my girls to speak for themselves. Ishtar?”

“Yes,” said Brielle. “I’m willing.”

“Very well. Come on then, let’s go into my office and talk.” 

We followed Miss Hawk into her chamber, which proved as small and cramped as every other room in Tagimron. There was barely room for the three of us before her desk. Emma moved into the corner, while I stood behind Brielle who sat in the sole chair.

Miss Hawk sat with a smile, smoothed her billowing white skirts down. “Tell me about yourself, Ishtar. What brings you to my door?”

Brielle lied with admirable sincerity; recounted our fabricated tale of woe, how we’d arrived in Tagimron only a week ago, fleeing Lilith’s forces in our home world, only to realize we were trapped and rapidly running out of funds. She was a courtesan from a noble court, and had precious little skills to barter; I was her former footman, Emma her lady-in-waiting. Together we’d decided to take desperate measures, especially after Unadeen, after hosting us for a few days, tried to make away with Emma. 

For the life of me I couldn’t tell if Miss Hawk bought it. Her smile was constant, encouraging, her eyebrows rising often in sympathy, but her eyes - inscrutable, for all their apparent warmth.

“Well, I won’t waste your time with condolences. The universe is what it is, and we ladies must do our best to survive.” Miss Hawk leaned back, interlacing her fingers over her corseted abdomen. “There is no hourly wage here at the Sump Pump: you are expected to earn your income on the stage and in our private alcoves. I take a forty-five percent cut of your earnings, and provide free medical care in case of accidents or emergencies. You can, as I said before, turn down any client, but if you do so too often we will have to talk. Our clients are wealthy and see the Sump Pump as a place where they can relax, indulge themselves, and be treated like kings. They can be rough, but we have security in place to help with that if they go too far. You’ll be expected to dance at least five times a night, and more if you are popular. My girls work till dawn, but are not allowed to sleep on the premises; when you are done, you must find your own accommodations. Do you currently have a place to stay?”

“Yes,” said Brielle.

“Very good.” Her tone was brisk. “You will also need appropriate clothing for the stage. I do not provide this, though you can ask the other girls for loans until you’ve earned enough coin to buy your own.”

“I have an outfit already,” said Brielle.

“You do? Excellent. I admire a girl who comes prepared. No. For all your beauty - and truly, you are magnificent - I must be sure you can dance. Are you prepared for a demonstration?”

A moment’s hesitation, and then Brielle nodded. “I am.”

“Excellent.” Miss Hawk leaned forward to place her lace-gloved hand over Brielle’s own. “It’ll be just us and a few of the stagehands. You’ll do smashingly. Ready?”

Brielle stood, smoothed down her tunic, and nodded. 

We filed back out into the antechamber. Ladela watched us as we crossed to the steps that led up to the iron door. It wasn’t locked, apparently, and superbly weighted, for it swung open at a touch of Miss Hawk’s fingers.

I didn’t know what to expect. Some gilded fantasy land? The reality was far more prosaic. The room was surprisingly small, just a little larger than the antechamber itself. Its rear third was dominated by an elevated stage, a gleaming bronze pole extending from floor to ceiling, while cocktail tables were clustered in the back. In the center were what looked for all the world like church pews, three rows of them, stretching nearly wall to wall with a slender walkway running down the center to the stage.

Four men were at work, sweeping, polishing, and with one of them up a ladder adjusting lanterns that ringed the room. They were heavyset fellows, slope shouldered, faces like anvils, as if cast from the same breed or brothers all. Flat, leaden eyes, as if they’d seen too much darkness and the lights in their souls had gone out.

I immediately distrusted them all.

“Boys, this is Miss Ishtar.” Miss Hawk strode up the center of the room to the stage, her attitude commanding, her tone sharp. “She’ll be auditioning. Please be seated.”

Smirks, exchanged glances, and three of the men moved to the rearmost pews. The other moved to stand at the back of the stage, almost hidden by the bunched velvet drapes.

“Now, these are less than ideal conditions, but don’t worry, I’m well aware of that. The lighting, atmosphere, and energy of the room will be vastly different when it’s time to perform. For now, I simply want to see how much presence you have on the stage. Herman, play the phonograph.”

Phonograph? Just how advanced was Tagimron? The man at the back of the stage began to turn a crank set into the side of a gleaming wooden box, turning the flaring horn so that it was pointed at us. 

A hissing, crackling filled the air, and then a reedy music began to play. I sat slowly in the pew behind Miss Kate, trying to stifle my dismay - who the fuck could strip to this? Then, to my immense relief, the music swelled, growing more powerful, the beat faster, a strange cadence and medley that was insistent, eerie, and without vocals.

Brielle tugged with nervous fingers at the knot of her cloak, allowed it to fall free from her shoulders. 

Miss Kate frowned. “Let us make this a little easier. Desmond, dim the lights but the central focus.”

A second man rose, moved from lamp to lamp, and soon the room was plunged into intimate darkness but for the main lantern hanging above the stage.

Brielle closed her eyes, took a deep breath, and removed the rest of her clothes.

Low whistles broke out from the back pew as her immaculate body was revealed, clad in her network of black ropes. 

As Brielle stepped out of her leggings, she gazed at me, locking eyes, and I thought I’d see anger, shame, furious resentment - instead, I felt an electric jolt at the sight of her lips curling into a smile.

A smile just for me. Her eyes filled with a smoky fey strangeness, a languor, and her frame relaxed, her body beginning to turn back and forth in time with the music. Yet her eyes remained on me the whole time, that subtle smile. 

The music grew louder, the rhythm more infectious, and Brielle reached out to the pole, caught hold of it with one hand and swung smoothly around, a graceful arc that finished with her spinning about to place her spine to the metal - and then slowly she slid down into a crouch, only to flare out her knees to expose her panties, one hand trailing down her face, down her cleavage, her stomach, to cup herself there.

Holy shit. I was on the edge of my seat, pulse roaring in my ears. 

She bit her pinky as she gazed at me, then rose, hips first, so that her body formed a backwards arc, only to somehow flip around, leap, catch the pole high and crook her calf around it, and swing, swing with such effortless ease that it looked like the pole itself revolved, her hair trailing out like an aurora of fire, her strength incredible as she held herself aloft.

“Wow,” whispered Emma by my side.

She released the pole, held on with her legs, momentum keeping her spinning, and bent outward, arms outstretched, head down for an entire arc before catching the pole once more and releasing, landing with ease on the stage. A spin, and she fell to all fours, and there crawled forward to the edge of the stage, hair mussed about her face as if in the midst of bed play, stalking toward me, eyes gleaming, chest rising and falling, looking predatory, a she-lion.

Reached the lip of the stage, rose to her knees, and flung her head back as she traced the contours of her body, her breasts, her stomach, down her hips, over her thighs, leaning ever further backward till the crown of her head touched the stage between her feet, her body open, majestic, exposed.

The men at the back hooted and hollered their approval, and Miss Kate clapped her hands.

“That will be enough.”

The music stopped. Brielle recovered herself, pushed herself up, blinked rapidly as if returning to the real world, and snatched up her cloak which she swept around her shoulders.

“Marvelous. Absolutely marvelous. With your looks, that presence, and your obvious acrobatic skills, you are sure to be a hit.” Miss Hawk’s voice glowed with pleasure. “Now, let us return to my office to discuss particulars.” She turned to level a flat gaze at me. “Alone.”

Brielle hopped down off the stage, dressing as she went, and gave me something akin to a smirk as she passed me by, following Miss Hawk down the steps into the antechamber.

The large men got to their feet, but instead of moving back to their tasks they approached Emma and I, so that we found ourselves nearly surrounded.

“Who are you, then?” asked the man who’d been handling the lights, crossing slab-like forearms over his barrel chest. “You her man?”

Emma pressed her hip against mine. The men weren’t exactly glowering, but there was an air of subdued menace. They were clearly sizing me up.

“None of your business.”

“Well, we’re just trying to be polite,” said the man. “Ain’t nothing wrong with asking. ‘Cause you see, we’ve got a fund going for special girls like that. Real pretty girls. The boys and me, we like to rail them hard, you see. Do a train on them. Sure, they don’t walk straight for a few days after, but that’s what they’re here for, am I right?” The man - Desmond - leaned forward, bending at the hips, eyebrow raising. “Am I right?”

I grinned. “I’d like to see you try to do a train on Lady Ishtar. Really. I’d pay good money.”

He blinked. “What - that your kink?”

My turn to frown. “What? No. Not like that. I didn’t mean - what I meant was, Ishtar would be the one to fuck you up, not the other way around.”

Confusion cleared away, and the man leered. “One way to find out. Maybe tonight. What you say, Herman? Want to spit roast her after her first dance?”

“Sounds good, Desmond. Can’t wait to see those pretty lips wrapped around my shaft. You think she likes it rough?”

“You see those ropes?” Desmond’s leer widened. “I’m sure she’d practically beg for a slap or two.”

I knew what they were doing. Trying to rile me up. Get a reaction out of me. That I was falling into their trap. One move, and they’d all be on me like a pile of bricks.

Thing is, they didn’t know who they were fucking with.

I reached deep into my reservoir. I hadn’t tapped my magic reserves in forever. Manipura was right there, that dark sun, ebon face and copper rays, undulating and burning in my core, right below my solar plexus. 

And fuck if these guys hadn’t pissed me off. The dull gleam of avarice and lust in Desmond’s eyes, the thought of him and Herman and the others…

Manipura’s power flooded into me, and I felt my muscles grow turgid with power, felt my skin somehow grow denser, as if a layer of mud had just dried across all of me. Felt light on my feet, knew that with but a mental nudge I could lift right up off the ground.

Instead, I simply reached out, a casual reaching for Desmond’s massive catcher’s mitt of a hand, not fast enough to provoke a reaction, and slid my hand into his own, as if to shake.

“You know, bastards like you, I mean, shit.” I was beaming up at the man, but so furious I couldn’t even get the words out. “Guys like you really, really piss me off.”

And I squeezed.

Felt the bones within his thick hand compress, the knuckles rub together like marbles.

Desmond hissed in shock and then his eyes narrowed and he squeezed right back.

I felt strength flood into his hand. 

Fuck, the dude had access to Manipura as well.

His hand closed about mine, fingers curling, thumb digging, and I felt his natural strength double, triple. No longer did I feel like I could crush his every bone, reduce his metacarpals and phalanges into gooey meal. 

For a second my own hand began to ache, my own bones to compress, and then I really got mad.

Manipura blazed behind my mind’s eye, as vast as a mountain, stylized and ornate, black face like ebon hell, blades of copper like world-ending scythes. I opened myself to the sanskara fully, allowed its power to suffuse me, and fucking squeezed again.

Desmond’s grin turned into a grimace. His whole body tensed up as he rose to his tiptoes, second hand going to join the first, but I squeezed more and drove him down, forcing him to his knees, threatening to shatter his wrist if he didn’t comply.

Down he went, to the amazement of his friends, who let out shouts and spread out, darting glances at each other, not knowing what to do.

“Listen up, my friend.” I tried to keep my voice amiable. “You so much as look at Ishtar the wrong way, I’ll come find you. I’ll find you and tear your arm off and shove it up your ass so high you’ll be able to shake by sticking your other hand in your mouth. You got me?”

“Yes,” whispered Desmond, voice hoarse, face pale and sweating. “Yes, fuck, I do!”

I let go of his hand. Deep welts remained imprinted on his skin, and he immediately fell back onto his ass, cradling it to his chest.

I turned in a slow circle. “Anybody else want to tell me about how they want to run a train on Ishtar?”

The others averted their eyes.

“Didn’t think so. If she breathes one word to me about you crossing the line, I’ll find you where you sleep. I swear to God I’ll bludgeon you about the neck and shoulders till you’re paralyzed and then I’ll toss you into the darkest alley for the rats to eat alive. You hear me?”

Muttered responses.

I raised my voice. “I said: do you hear me?”

“Yes, sir,” they said, voices stiff with fear and wonder.

“Good.” I turned back to Desmond. “Here. Let me help you up.” And extended my hand to him.

He glanced at it, back up to me, at my hand, to me.

“Take my hand,” I said, voice low with menace.

“I -”

“I said. Take. My hand.”

He hesitantly extended his own, the fingers still mangled, and placed it within my palm.

I closed my fingers carefully about his great mitt and hauled him effortlessly to his feet. Clapped him on the shoulder, feeling so powerful and fell that I knew I could have dislocated the joint with ease, then led Emma out of the room and back into the antechamber.

Ladela was standing by her desk, clutching the back of her chair with a white-knuckled grip. She blinked as I entered the room, then quickly sat down, stared out the archway, then nervously back up at me.

“No worries,” I said, raising both hands. “I’m a nice guy as long as you don’t threaten my friends.”

“Oh,” she said, reaching up to touch her hair, flash me a nervous smile, then look down. “It’s not that. I’ve just been - we’ve been - waiting. For someone to do that to Desmond.”

And then it clicked. What he’d said. What he and his friends liked to do to the girls. I jerked a thumb at Miss Hawk’s closed door. “She allows that?”

“It’s business, innit?” No hiding the bitterness in Ladela’s voice. “They pay the right coin, and we’re here to work.”

“But she said security would keep clients from getting too rough…?” asked Emma.

“Oh hon.” Ladela gave her a look of such deep world-weariness that it felt like a blow. “Why you think we’ve got to have our makeup like this? Why you think the bleedin’ security is Desmond and his boys? Miss Hawk never breaks her word, but she ain’t exactly particular about following the spirit of her contracts, if you see what I mean.”

“I see,” I said, voice hardening. 

“I’ll keep an eye out for your Ishtar, don’t you worry. And what you did in there - Desmond will think twice now before laying a hand on her. You did good, sir. You did right by her.”

I wanted to take comfort in her words, but could only think: who’s done right by you, Ladela?

The door opened, and Brielle emerged, smiling and turning back to complete her sentence. “ - thank you for the opportunity. I’ll be back soon.”

Miss Hawk appeared at the door, her smile genuine, her manner poised, elegant, refined. “Very well. I believe this is the beginning of a beautiful partnership, Miss Ishtar. A word, Master Williams?”

I glanced in confusion to Brielle, who gave me a nod, her gaze unreadable.

So I walked past her, through the door, and into Miss Hawk’s small office.

She didn’t go around her desk as I’d expected, but instead simply took a step back so that we stood almost chest to chest. Hers swelled out over the top of her corset, hidden in large part by the frills and lace. Another step, and she hiked herself back and up to sit on the edge of her desk, her cheeks flushing, her hands smoothing down her billowing skirt over her thighs.

“Miss Ishtar has a bright future at the Sump Pump. I believe we’re going to get along swimmingly.”

I leaned back against the door, trying to put a little space between us. Even so, our knees were almost touching. She was breathing ever so slightly quickly, and her flush was appealing. As if she’d just finished walking up six or seven flights of stairs. “That’s great to hear.”

“I’ve discussed her percentages, and we’ve agreed to her rising scale, dependent of course on her performance. I’m sure she’ll soon be earning at the 25% gold tier. However, I made a proposition to her, and she agreed to defer to your judgement. If you agree, I’ll escalate her much more quickly, moving her right out of the initial 45% bronze and right to the silver.”

“All right, Miss Hawk” I said, “but I thought you said she was responsible for her own negotiations.”

“She is, in large part. And call me Kate.”

“Kate, then.” It was hard to focus; her billowing skirts covered her desk and reached down to her shins, so that she seemed like an image of a severe, beautiful woman emerging from some great white flower. She leaned back, her fabrics rustling, and canted her head to one side as she considered me.

There was something to how she was holding herself, something to how her lips parted as she inhaled, that flush - 

“So you’re interested in hearing my proposal, Master Williams?”

“Sure.”

“Bear with me, then.” And she gathered up her skirts, pulling them up to her waist, revealing long, shapely legs clad in white thigh-high stockings that ended but inches below her hips, where I caught a glimpse of her smooth flesh. She raised her hips, hooked her thumbs deep under her skirts, and then pulled her panties into view, worked them smoothly down her legs, down over one high heel, then the other. She pushed her skirts back down over her legs, smoothed them down, and gave me a winning smile. 

“Smell these.” She extended her panties to me.

Confused, heart pounding, caught flat-footed, I hesitated.

Miss Hawk - Kate - gave her proffered panties a peremptory shake, staring at me much like a headmistress might a recalcitrant student.

Unsure, curious, aroused, I took her panties. They were a lacy, pale affair, with so little fabric that they had to be some kind of thong. Brought them to my nose, inhaled - and was hit by her musky scent, the aroma of her desire. 

“The facts are as follows.” She leaned forward once more, placing her weight on her arms, hands on the edge of the desk. Face but a foot from my own, her panties still at my nose. Unabashed, forthright, voice clear and confident. “You are a very attractive young man. You have presence, strength, and are in the company of extremely attractive women. I am a woman accustomed to getting what I want. I have no inhibitions when it comes to sex, and even less when it comes to selecting a partner. What I propose is as follows: you will fuck me now, in the manner I choose, and I shall as a result elevate Ishtar’s starting tier to silver.”

She paused, gauging my expression, and then quirked her eyebrow up. “Do you agree?”

Holy fucking shit. I was still riding high on Manipura’s power, could feel it coursing through me, and with that strength came a desire for release, to impose myself upon the world, to be physical. That combined with Miss Hawk’s scent, her wet panties still at my nose, the outrageous intimacy of having simply been given them in such manner, her direct, challenging stare - I realized that yes, I wanted to fuck the shit out of this woman. Pound her over her desk till she could scream no more.

The pent-up arousal from watching Brielle dance. The violence with Desmond. What I’d just learned about Miss Hawk. I wanted to punish her, ravish her, devour her. Her provocative, clear stare practically dared me to tear her elaborate dress right off.

I leaned in close. Took hold of Miss Hawk’s chin, lifted it up so that her long, pale neck was exposed. Held it tightly as I inhaled her scent where her jaw met her ear. Pulled back to regard her. She was breathing quickly, eyes locked on me, crimson lips thinned.

I tucked her panties inside her crimson corset. Whispered: “I’ve already got all the women I can handle.”

And let go of her and turned to the door.

“Wait,” said Miss Hawk. “What? Where are you going?”

I opened the door, stepped out, closed it firmly behind me.

Emma, Brielle, and Ladela were staring at me, wide-eyed with disbelief.

I wanted to shoot my cuffs, but having none, settled for brushing some imaginary dust off my shoulder. “C’mon. Let’s go.”

“But,” said Brielle. “She said - she was going to -”

“And she did.” I cut her off smoothly. “Not interested. Ladela.” I mimed tipping my hat to her as I walked by.

“Master Williams,” she said, voice breathy.

Emma and Brielle followed right behind, down the broad steps. I half-expected an imperious Miss Hawk to appear at the top of them and shout her fury, but all remained silent. We turned the corner at the bottom, walked past a busy cafeteria or tavern or whatever it might be, and into a narrow corridor that speared through the heart of the building. 

I strode ahead of the women. Down that despicable hallway, the walls crooked, uneven, the lighting irregular, the floor crunching underfoot. Walked until someone grabbed me by the arm and swung me around. I could have resisted, but didn’t. Brielle stood there, furious, glaring, leaning forward from the waist, one hand on her hip.

“What the fuck was that?” she demanded.

“What the fuck was what?”

“Why did you walk out on her?”

“You wanted that silver tier so badly? News flash, Brielle. You’re not actually going to work there.”

She made a slashing motion with her hand. “That’s not what I’m talking about. She was a striking woman. She wanted to fuck you -”

“She what?” exclaimed Emma from behind her.

“- with no strings attached.” Brielle’s nostrils flared as she breathed hard. “So why didn’t you?”

I stepped in close, into her personal space. “Did you want me to, Brielle? That it?”

“I couldn’t care less.” She leaned back, crossed her arms. “But I know how you like to fuck random women. I thought I was doing you a favor.”

My face was inches from hers. “Well, you got me wrong. I don’t want to fuck random women. I want to fuck you. So Miss Hawk can keep her wet panties and ridiculous proposals and shove them both up her ass.”

Brielle dry swallowed, eyes darting from side to side as she searched my face. She’d clearly not expected me to be so direct. But I was riding high, riding on a geyser of violence, arousal, and power. I knew I should cut off Manipura, that I couldn’t maintain the rate of magic consumption for long, but I didn’t want to. Wanted that might, that sense of invincibility. The way it surged up within me, and made it ridiculously easy for me to stare Brielle right in her smoky gray eyes and talk to her in this way.

“Why’d you want me to fuck her?” I demanded. If I moved any closer our lips would touch. “You testing me, Brielle?”

“Don’t be ridiculous,” she snapped.

“You wanted me to fuck her, didn’t you? You wanted to stand outside her office door like some secretary while you listened to me pound the shit out of her. Why?”

She flushed and stepped back. “You’re talking utter nonsense, Noah. I was just doing you a favor. Scoring you an easy lay.”

“Because that’s your MO, right? Helping me get laid left and right?”

“We don’t need any friction tonight with her,” said Brielle desperately. “If you’d fucked her it might have helped things go more smoothly tonight -”

“Bullshit,” I whispered. “Don’t lie to me, Brielle. What the fuck was that about.”

Her eyes glassed over with tears. “Leave me alone.”

“You wanted me to hurt you. I saw that way you danced. The way you danced for me. Why would you turn from that and shove me into another woman’s arms?”

Brielle gritted her jaw and I thought she’d strike at me. “I said shut up.”

“You wanted me to hurt you. You wanted me to fuck up again. Why?”

“I said shut up!” And this time she did launch a punch at me - but I stopped it cold, catching it easily in the palm of my hand. 

“Am I getting too close?” I refused to release her fist as she struggled to pull it free. “That it? Getting past your walls? You trying to trip me up so as to give yourself a reason to hate me all over again?”

“Fuck you, Noah Kilmartin,” she hissed. “Let me go.”

I opened my hand and she stumbled back into Emma, who wrapped an arm protectively around her even as she stared at me in shock.

“Listen good, Brielle.” I felt like some outlaw ranger from a Wild West movie, ridiculous and potent and dangerous all in one. “I’m not that idiot you left Bastion with. You know what I am. And I’m becoming that entity more and more each day. I’ll kill to protect you. Random women mean nothing to me. You and Emma. Imogen and Valeria. Even Neveah. You all mean the world to me. I’d die for you. The sooner you start accepting that, the stronger we’ll be. You understand?”

Brielle’s eyes clouded over with tears once more. She made no move to respond. 

“This is fucking Tagimron,” I said, stepping in close, voice dropping to a hiss. “Those kinds of tricks are right out of the Enigma’s playbook. Wisen up. We stand together or this place will cut us apart.”

Brielle stared up at me, face pale, seeming to shrink inside Emma’s arms. I ran my fingers through my hair in exasperation, despair, something akin to mania. Thought of everything I’d been through with Brielle over the past few months. Bastion. Ghogiel. Now here, Tagimron. Thought of her games, our endless arguments, her fickle temper, her deep and endless pain, her beauty, her strength.

My thoughts were swirling. Had she really just tried to get me to fuck Hawk? Had she really just set me up to fail? I couldn’t stand it. Now it was my turn to feel pain, to feel betrayal, to feel fury. 

I reached out, took her hand in mine, held it tight. Her eyes were locked on my own, her cheekbones harshly prominent in the weak lantern light, her face bone white. 

“Fucking hell,” I said, voice shaking. “Don’t you get it? I love you, Brielle Islandis. As pig-headed and stubborn as you are, as infuriating and endlessly aggravating, I love you.” 

I dimly sensed Emma’s face above Brielle’s shoulder, but kept my eyes trained on her. Held her hand tightly, ready for her to jerk it free.

Tears brimmed in her eyes, then rolled down her cheeks. Her lips trembled. She shook her head slowly from side to side as if to negate what I’d just said. 

“I love you,” I said again, feeling my own chest shake with the intensity of my emotions. 

Brielle lunged up out of Emma’s arms to cradle my face as she kissed me, kissed me passionately, deeply, as if we were about to be torn apart forever, holding me tight, her hair about my face, her long, athletic body pressed against my own.

I kissed her back. 

The world fell away. The hallway, the dripping, the darkness, the stink, the vermin. For one moment that was infinite while it lasted, we were alone, our lips locked together, her smell, her taste, her feel, her warmth. Her slender waist, the bump of the cords beneath her clothing.

Someone brushed past us. My eyes popped open - was Emma leaving? But no, it was a middle-aged lady, bowed under a heavy sack, trudging along the edge of the hall.

“You stupid, stupid man,” whispered Brielle, cupping my face still, stars in her eyes. 

My need was total. Manipura roared in my ears. I cast around, saw a narrow doorway just off to the left. Three steps and then I planted my boot right next to where a lock would be. The door slammed open, a wooden crossbar shattering, and I strode into the tiny room beyond. A startled young man leaped up from his pallet where he’d been reading by candlelight. 

“Out,” I said. 

The youth went to protest, changed his mind, and darted out, snatching up a sack by the door as he went.

“I’ll, ah, keep guard,” said Emma.

For a long, twisted second, I thought of pulling her into the room with us. Wondered if she’d protest. 

But no. This moment was mine and Brielle’s. I didn’t want to complicate it, perhaps even ruin it, by trying something so wild, so improbable. So I simply reached out, grabbed Brielle by the wrist, hauled her into the room and then pulled the door closed.

Pushed her up against the wall. Pinned her wrists above her head with one hand, drank her in. Her crimson mane in disarray, her chin raised, her back arched. I ran the back of my fingers down her cheek, traced the line of her neck, cupped her breast. All the while she stared right at me, chest rising and falling, right on the edge. Down her waist, about her hip, then cupping her sex between her legs, feeling its heat. 

“No,” she said. “It’s my turn.” 

And she turned, pushed me hard against the walls, then dropped smoothly to her knees, hands working my drawstrings, fingers untying the knot, pulling my pants down. A moment later my cock was in her hand, her fingers curling around the shaft, pulling down so that the skin went tight, the head taut.

“Oh yes,” she whispered. “This is what I want. What I need.”

I pressed back against the wall as she licked the underside of my shaft, flicking her tongue over the head, then took all of me into her mouth, the wet heat sudden and heavenly, her lips sliding down right to the base of my cock so that I hit the back of her throat.

“Fuck,” I groaned. Thought of her dancing on that stage. Thought of her at the tailor, the black cords tied tight around her body, her thatch of crimson hair. And now I was deep inside her mouth, right into her throat.

Her fingers massaged my balls as she rose and sank back down, tongue muscular along the underside of my shaft, lips pressing tight, suction intense, then back down, and I slid into her throat as she angled her head just right. I felt her almost gag, felt her fight the impulse down, then she took all of me again, all the way in.

It was insane. I pushed my hips forward, closed my eyes, drowned in the sensation. I felt like I was sinking into an ocean of burning fire, felt my skin prickling all over as if alight. Up and down she went, moaning with her mouth filled with my meat. 

I could feel myself coming close to the edge. Looked down at her, saw her staring right back up at me, her eyes gleaming through her lashes, her lips sliding up and down, her need visible, her hunger. 

“I’m going to cum,” I said, voice little more than a rasp.

She pulled off me with a gasp, worked my cock with her fist, pumping me up and down. “Do it.”

“Inside you,” I said, reaching for her, but she shook her head.

“I want you to shoot all over me. Come for me, Noah. Come all over my face.”

Fuck.

Her fist was working me mercilessly. I was past the point of no return. Rose up to the balls of my feet, felt a supernova going off in my core, felt the orgasm rolling through me like an earthquake, and came explosively, shooting my first rope of cum across her perfect, freckled face, a great wad landing right above her left eye, a trail down the length of her nose. She grinned, the expression wicked, hand still pumping me, so that I came again and again.

Jesus fuck, the look in her eyes, never wavering, never looking away, even as she flinched in surprise as I came again and again, her tongue extended to catch each drop.

I’m coming on Princess Brielle fucking Islandis’ face, I said to myself in wonder, then groaned as she moved forward to take me into her mouth again, draining me dry, working me up and down.

I sagged back against the wall. The sight of her face was incredible, glistening with a dozen thick ropy strands of cum, some having shot right into the riotous mass of her crimson curls. 

“Fuck Brielle,” I groaned.

She grinned, darted her tongue around the head of my cock, giving it a swirl, and then leaned back and rose to her feet. 

My cock sagged limply, growing cool in the chill, but I felt Manipura roaring within me still, a typhoon of power without end. I stayed still, watched, as she unfastened the knot of her cloak. Watched as it fell to the ground for the third time that day. As she undid her belt, dropped her blade to the floor. Shrugged out of her tunic, then pulled her leggings down and over her boots, till she stood before me in nothing but her black silken ropes. Each cord pressing into her body, those tiny triangles over her nipples and cunt. 

Saw her again on the stage, the flexion of her muscles, her sinuous grace and strength. How impossibly distant she’d seemed, how regal and impossible to know. Contrasted that with the hunger in her eyes now, the burning need.

Watched as she pushed aside the triangle of black silk that covered her pussy. Saw that thatch of crimson hair, watched as she slid her middle finger inside herself. Pulled it out, glistening with her juices.

My cock stirred, hardened. 

She backed up against a rickety desk, propped herself against the edge with both hands. Leaned back, the full length of her on display, from her perfect, high breasts to her toned stomach down the long, long reaches of her legs. 

Lowered her chin, face still glistening with my cum, and beckoned me over.

I pushed off the wall, walked up to her, kissed the side of her neck. Her hands moved over my back, then reached down to find my cock, to rub its head back and forth across her pussy, across her thatch of hair, teasing me, driving me crazy with lust.

I growled, cupped the back of her neck with my hand.

“You want this pussy?” she whispered, teased. Moved her own hand down to cup it again. “This royal pussy?”

In response I turned her about, bent her over the desk. Parted her ass cheeks with both hands. The dark, puckered star of her asshole was barely visible behind a black cord, but her pussy was so swollen that the panties portion of her outfit didn’t slide back over.

I guided myself inside her. She pushed back, tossing her mane of red hair over to one side so she could look up at me. “Don’t move.”

About to start fucking her, I froze, and then watched, delighted, as she began to push back and forth, taking all of me again and again, only to start bouncing her ass up and down on me, rising and falling from the balls of her feet, her taut ass cheeks shaking and shivering as I slid inside again and again.

“Say it,” she whispered, turning to press her brow down on the desk. “Tell me again.”

“I love you,” I groaned, hands lightly hovering over her hips, entranced, mesmerized by the sheer wonder of her jiggling, muscular ass. 

At the sound of those words she worked me harder, her rhythm perfect, but I needed more. I reached forward, grabbed a fistful of that gorgeous hair, twisted it and pulled it back hard, and began to slam into her, unleashing the power in my core, the swirling energies of Manipura, allowing the violence and desire and anger and lust to all merge with my love for her; a complex, powerful cocktail of emotions I had no control over. 

She cried out, her whole body shaking, both hands reaching behind to pull her ass cheeks wide, the tight cords only arousing me further, highlighting, accentuating her body. 

“Tell me I’m being fucked by a peasant,” she moaned, and I nearly froze, lost my stride.

That had been exactly what had fucked us up the last time. 

“You sure?” 

“Yes,” she moaned. “Yes, yes yes yes.”

“How does it feel, your highness?” I leaned over her back, lips to her ear, her thick hair still in my fist, cock sliding home over and over again. “How does it feel to be fucked from behind by a peasant?”

Her cry seemed to come from the very depths of her soul, and as if I’d flicked a switch she came, her whole body clenching around my dick like a fist, every muscle going rigid. I didn’t stop, didn’t slow down, kept going if anything even harder, pushing her orgasm on and on.

More. I wanted more. I pulled out, flipped her around, hoisted her up so that she lay on her back on the table, looped her legs up onto my shoulders and slid deep into her pussy again.

She was still coming from the first time, her eyes rolling up in her head, her face smeared with my cum, strands of hair caught in the mess, crying out again and again as I fucked her. Her whole body shook, her breasts jiggling as I worked faster and faster, and then I interlaced my fingers behind her neck, growling now non-stop, and really let loose, her body crunched up into a bow, her chin on her sternum, her moans rising to wails, her pussy lips clutching my shaft with each withdraw, disappearing with each plunge. 

I’d never seen her like this. Lost to the emotion, seeing only the whites of her eyes, her mouth open, expression pleading as she gasped “yes, yes, yes,” over and over again.

With a roar I came, the explosion from my core feeling like a shotgun blast, and I lifted her hips right up off the table as she screamed, her cry rising higher and higher and then hanging there as I strained, every muscle clenched - and finally fell down to press my head between her breasts.

We lay there for god knows how long, her chest rising and falling, her legs wrapped around my waist, her pussy trembling around my cock, arms holding me tight.

A knock on the door. Emma’s voice. “Um. Guys? I think security of some kind might be coming this way.”

Brielle laughed, the sound husky and just under her breath, and I stood, wiping sweat from my eyes to gaze down upon her glory.

“There a towel around here?” she asked.

“Use my shirt.” I pulled it up over my head, handed it to her. She wiped the cum from her face, dabbing at the corner of her eyes, and then went about getting dressed. 

“This is the height of cruelty,” she moaned, struggling into her leggings. “I need time to recover, my legs…” She straightened, pulled her leggings up about her hips. “They won’t stop shaking.”

Now it was my turn to laugh huskily, to pull her in close and kiss her. “Next time.”

“Hmm. There’d better be one. Soon.”

I went to turn away, turned back. “I meant it. What I said.”

Her smile fell away and she gazed at me with somber solemnity. “I know. I believe you. I don’t think I could have, before.”

“Good,” I said. “Because it’s true. I love you, Brielle Islandis.”

Another knock on the door, more urgent. “Guys?”

I pulled the door open. Emma startled, stepped back and glanced at me and Brielle, flushed. There was no need for explanations. A squad of armored men were striding down the hall toward us.

“You there! Stop!”

I laughed, clutched Brielle and Emma’s hands, and took off down the hallway, running ahead of them. I heard the pounding of boots behind us, but could tell almost immediately that it wasn’t serious; a turn, down a flight of stairs, down a hall, a right at an intersection, and then we spilled out into some kind of contained marketplace, the ceiling low, the air filled with steam and the scent of cooking, crowds milling as they walked between the stalls, the cries of vendors, the whoosh of flames surging up under cooking pots. 

We wove between the stalls, through the crowd, until at last I turned to gaze behind us. Nothing but a shifting sea of strangers’ faces.

Laughing, I leaned against a pole, wiped my forearm across my brow, and grinned at both girls. “Anybody hungry?”

Brielle wiped a finger across her lips and leaned her shoulder into me, while Emma hugged herself and shifted her weight from one foot to the next. She looked conflicted, kept darting glances at Brielle, reached up to curl a strand of blonde hair behind her ear. “I could go for a bowl of ramen.”

“Then let’s eat,” I said. “And then find me a shirt. Our night’s just getting started.”

 

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

We met the other girls in Unadeen’s night market. I was starting to get weirded out by the perpetual darkness; my body couldn’t tell if it wanted to sleep or rouse itself. A steaming mug of tar-like coffee helped settle the matter, and I sipped it as we stepped under the tarp.

Imogen was in the midst of slurping noodles out of a large bowl. “Succesh?”

“Success. Brielle’s been hired to perform tonight at the Sump Pump. We’re good to go. You guys?”

Valeria’s gaze flicked down to where Brielle and I were holding hands. The mildest look of surprise crossed her features, but vanished as quickly as it had come. “We’ve identified the ambush site. Confirmed that its the usual route for the inspection team coming from Building F. There’s a basement right off the alley that we can enter via a window, which in turn contains a chute to a subbasement. We’d never have found it without Imogen’s geomancy.”

“Excellent. How long till the inspection team is supposed to pass through?”

“An hour,” said Imogen, slurping up the last of the noodles with impressive neatness. She set the bowl aside and pressed a napkin to her lips. “Enough time for us to get situated.”

“All right. Can anybody think of any reason we should amend our plan?”
 I looked around the group. Everyone stayed quiet. “Then let’s get to it.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Neveah. She stood, as was her wont, off to one side, half-turned away as she watched the passing crowds. “I can find and infiltrate the Sump Pump after we’ve secured the inspection team.”

“Sounds good,” I said. 

“Here,” said Valeria, lifting a boxy backpack and handing it to Emma. “The lead case for the C-Machine.”

Emma sagged under the weight, but managed to swing it around and slide her arms through the straps. “And this is it empty?”

“Yes. We decided to err on the side of caution and have it made a little thicker. Best safe than sorry.”

Emma hitched it up, adjusted the straps on her shoulders, then nodded. “No problem.”

I gave Brielle’s hand a squeeze. “Knock ‘em dead.”

Her smile sent shivers down my spine. “They’ve got no idea what they’re in for.”

I leaned in and kissed her lips lightly, then stepped away and turned to Imogen. “Let’s head out.”

Imogen glanced from me to Brielle. “Then let’s proceed.”

We split up, Imogen leading the way, following a winding trail visible only to her eye through the chaotic market, into one of the flanking buildings, and then through the maze of alleys and crisscrossing corridors, not caring if our way was dark or lit.

“So,” said Valeria, walking alongside me. “Things between you and Brielle…?”

Imogen glanced back over her shoulder at us, clearly curious.

“Good. Solid working relationship.” I kept my face studiously neutral. “We, ah, managed to clear up some misunderstandings.”

“So it seems.” Valeria looked like she was about to say something, then flashed me an uncertain smile and stayed quiet.

We finally emerged into a relatively broad alleyway sandwiched between two skyscrapers that had merged overhead, so that it felt like we stood in a cathedral nave, the mishmashed walls and windows bending toward each other until they met in the lost darkness above. There was precious little light, and the windows here were all featureless and shuttered tight. 

“This is the best spot,” said Imogen, lowering herself to one knee and pressing her palm to the ground. “Beyond this passage is a busy thoroughfare, and then ever more activity as we draw closer to Building F. Avoiding this approach, however, would delay them a good five or ten minutes. I wager they’ll take the direct route, especially since they should feel safe, being near to the heart of their territory.”

“Good,” I said. “Valeria? What’s our plan?”

“We keep it simple. We’re going to rely on Imogen’s Psyche-Imperium, but with the expectation that they will most likely have those protective devices that we saw when we first arrived. So, Neveah will stay out of sight, allow them to pass her by. You’ll hide as well - we’ve located an unlocked window you can leap out through. Imogen and I will approach openly. We’ll have some sob story about needing help, and when she judges the range to be apposite, she’ll destroy their mechanisms with finely tuned strikes of her Levenbolt, followed immediately by commands to stand down.”

“And if they get wards up?”

“Then we’ll have to overwhelm them. Neveah will strike from behind, you from the side. I’ll charge the front while Imogen continues to apply pressure from range.” Valeria turned to our assassin. “If that turns out to be the case, Neveah, see if you can identify which of their members is putting up the ward, and cut them down with your blade.”

That was right. Morghothilim could cut right through wards as if they weren’t there.

Neveah simply nodded.

“Here,” said Imogen. “Let’s show you the basement and our escape route.”

Twenty minutes later I was holed up inside the abandoned chamber Imogen had scouted out for me, peering through tight slats at the darkness beyond. The room stank, and had to be home to more than a million roaches; I quickly learned not to lean on the walls and to tuck the hems of my pants into my boots. 

Standing still, arms crossed, gazing through the razor-thin horizontal slits, I allowed my mind to wander. Had I actually and finally broken through to Brielle? Crossed some mark in our relationship we wouldn’t backslide over as we’d done so many times in the past? Something told me we had. I saw her again kneeling before me, pumping my cock, tongue extended, eyes gleaming as she brought me to climax. It wasn’t the act itself, but that she’d been willing to go there with me. The intimacy of that moment, the trust, the lust, the - love. 

Did she love me? She’d not said the words.

I shifted my weight.

Didn’t matter.

Valeria’s gaze. Was she jealous? How the fuck was I supposed to navigate those waters as I grew closer to each companion? Would I be able to balance my time between them? Natural feelings of doubt, insecurity, and envy?

I chuckled wryly to myself and kicked some roaches off my boot. To think that I, Noah Kilmartin from fucking Ruddock, Ohio, was having to balance the attention of such peerless women. 

Enough to make you think you were dreaming.

I peered out between the slats. 

Silence. Darkness. Stillness.

Emma. Why had she told me that about Brielle? The confidences of a best friend? Had she been hinting at something? And the way she’d waited just outside the door. She had to have heard just about everything. Brielle hadn’t been subtle toward the end. 

I felt my cock stir, a tightening in my balls. 

Allowed myself to dream, there in the shifting darkness, of being with Emma and Brielle at the same time. Or sitting back, watching, as Emma and Brielle lay together before me, their limbs intertwined, kissing, touching, exploring…

“Fucking focus,” I whispered, and leaned forward to glance outside once more.

Light. A nebulous ball of it, illuminating the alleyway as it drew nearer, sending stark shadows fleeing before the approaching trio.

Showtime.

I studied them as best I could from my vantage point. In the lead was a hard-bitten woman, a pale bandage across the bridge of her nose, a wicked scar straggling its way from her hairline over her left eye and stopping just short of the corner of her mouth. An old wound. Black, lank hair cut in a bob, cigarette jutting out from between her pursed lips. She wore a knee-length black coat, a blazing skull patch sewn over her heart, collar popped around her neck, eyes narrowed as she peered ahead into the gloom, hand resting lightly on the hilt of what looked like a machete. 

The second man was her opposite in almost every way: he looked like a Catholic cardinal displaced from Earth, if cardinals wore white and had blazing skulls emblazoned across the front of their cassocks. In his sixties perhaps, his iron-gray hair carefully combed and floating about his head like a cumulus cloud, his face puckered up as if he’d just sucked on a bitter dick, his eagle beak of a nose dominating his face, his eyebrows ferocious and jutting out like gray flames. He walked with fastidious care, lifting the hem of his robes, and was muttering something to the man behind him.

The last was clearly another bodyguard; he looked like a 1940s dockworker, ash blond hair shaved around the sides, parted and combed over, his face so worn and wrinkled he looked as if he’d spent his life squinting into the sun. Lug ears, a neck nearly as thick as his head, and a body made of such dense, compact slabs of muscle that he looked like he could take a cannonball and keep walking. Like the woman, a cigarette jutted out of the corner of his mouth, a thin trail of smoke rising from its ashen tip, and he trudged along with all the enthusiasm of a man on his way to his own execution.

My stomach knotted up. These three looked serious. Both bodyguards looked like they’d seen more than their share of fights, while the inspector himself looked so out of place that I could only imagine his powers.

Imogen and Valeria appeared in my line of sight, walking toward the trio. 

“Excuse me?” Imogen’s voice was that of a scared little girl, pitched high and helpless. “We’ve just arrived in this place and we’re so lost! Please, can you help us?”

The trio stopped. Without changing her expression, the woman in the lead drew her machete, tilting her cigarette up as she considered the girls. And to my surprise, the dockworker in the back turned around to examine the alley behind them. 

No amateurs, these. 

Before the inspector could respond, however, Imogen lit up. It happened so fast that I barely caught a glimpse of lightning crackling around her, flaring up her arms, wreathing her in its mercurial glory and whiting out her eyes behind her spectacles. She pointed at the inspector and a bolt surged forth, thin as her finger -

- only to play and spread out over a throbbing purple sphere of light that covered the three of them. Imogen’s levenbolt raced back and forth over the dark, angry light, crackling and snapping, but not breaking through.

I wasn’t surprised. Her’s had been a precision strike, meant to destroy the inspector’s talisman, not shatter a ward.

Yet what did surprise me was the trio’s lack of reaction. The play of eldritch light over her head cast the woman’s eyes into shadows, highlighted her wickedly puckered scar, but she didn’t even flinch. The inspector’s sour visage crinkled into deeper displeasure. The dockworker didn’t turn, but kept examining the alley behind them, as solid and stolid as a stone menhir. 

Well, shit.

And that ward. I’d never seen the like. Previous wards had seemed as thin as soap bubbles, but this one looked inches thick, fading away into a purple haze, its surface mottled with darker patches that swirled and rippled across the curvature. 

Now? Should I strike - 

Then Neveah was there, rising high above the dockworker, Morghothilim drinking in the night, its wicked six-foot length slashing down faster than thought.

The dockworker, somehow, impossibly, sidestepped.

Her blade came slashing down, hewed into the very ground, disappeared near two feet into its depth, and then the dockworker stepped in, making it look so simple, his movements fluid and accelerated, to slam a Mack truck of a fist across her jaw.

“Neveah!” I exploded out through the shutters, blasting them apart in a raging ball of flame that burst forth from Shard, only to slam into the purple ward. In the flick of an eye I reversed my grip and stabbed Shard’s incandescent tip into the ward itself, sinking the blade a good six inches in.

The bad ass woman in the front cocked her head to consider me, raised a bifurcated eyebrow, then lifted her boot to run a match down its sole, thzzipping it into flame. Cupped the match to her cigarette, inhaled.

Imogen let out a cry and opened the floodgates. A torrent of lightning flew from her hands, a hundred skittering rays that coalesced into a bolt as thick as a tree, banishing all shadows, lighting up the alley in stark whites and silvers and blues, the roar of the shockwave nearly throwing me off the ward.

The lady dropped her hands, blew out a plume of smoke, tossed the match aside. 

That’s when I started to get scared.

Imogen’s braids were whipping about her head like enraged snakes, her spectacles flared out into pure silver, her whole body leaning into the avalanche of magic she was pouring upon the ward, which was - thank Jesus fuck - starting to break, sending up a huge plume of noxious smoke, cracks spidering out from its center.

I willed more power into Shard, tore it free, began to fall away, and hacked at the ward once more. 

Just before my blade connected the purple ward winked out of existence. Momentum carried me around and down, so that I hit the ground with my shoulder. Didn’t matter. Manipura was blazing within me, roaring in my ears, so that I floated right back up, righting myself instinctively - only to see the woman striding toward Imogen, who was still unleashing her insane levenbolt right at her.

She’d shrunken her ward down into the size of a shield, a dense hexagon of deep, offensive purple that endlessly ablated under the assault. Every flicker of lightning that broke off from the main bolt to leap out and around the shield was met by a sudden ward no larger than was necessary - some postage stamp-sized, others the size of a palm. Each existed only as long as was necessary before flickering out of existence.

“Drop your ward!” screamed Imogen over the roar of her levenbolt, and I saw the sewn flaming skull patch on the woman’s coat flare with a deep, crimson hue. 

The woman smirked, kept striding toward her.

I flew at her flank, preceding my assault with a blast of my own levenbolt. Let it rip, not nearly as powerful as Imogen’s, but as thick as my leg.

A shield appeared before my assault, but I’d aimed it low so that I could skim right over its upper edge, Shard extended like a lance. 

The woman jumped faster than I could follow, leaped a good ten or so yards straight up, abandoning her shields, so that I nearly flew right into Imogen’s bolt which suddenly found no impediment. I twisted, hurled myself aside, slammed into the far wall, shattered bricks and plaster.

Looked up to see the woman hover at her apex, gazing down at us with that inscrutable stare, and then turn her fall into a dive, coming right at me, machete burning with purple fire, black hair streaming behind her - only to be slammed aside as Valeria intersected her mid-flight, battle ax crashing into her ribs.

The flare of purple as a shield went up last second, but the impact was such the woman was cast off her trajectory, both of them crashing into a shuttered window and bursting through in a ruinous explosion of shattered slats and dust.

“Holy fuck,” I gasped, righting myself, sighting down the alley to see Neveah on her feet, weaving back before the attack of the dockworker, who followed her like a boxer, huge shoulders hunched, fists bunched up before him.

The inspector watched all this with a look of supreme disapproval.

All this captured in a flash, and then Valeria flew out the window, hurled by some impossible force. I surged into the air, speared forward to intercept, caught her before she could slam into the opposite wall.

“I’m all right,” Valeria gasped. She was clutching her stomach. “Set me down!”

I alighted, released her. She staggered, unslung Lizbeth’s crossbow, dropped to a knee.

The ruined window through which the woman had been blasted lit up with malefic purple light. She appeared just within it, a dark silhouette, a cherry red tip to her cigarette as she took another drag.

She didn’t even look hurt. 

Think! 

I turned, slashed Shard through the air, unleashed an arc of blinding gold light at the inspector. 

Who reared back as if he’d just discovered a roach in his salad, even as a purple ward flared into existence before him, strong enough to take the blow before fragmenting. 

Let’s see how well he could fight on two fronts.

I strode toward the inspector, launching attack after attack, each blocked, and heard the twang as Valeria unleashed a bolt from Lizbeth’s magic crossbow. Glanced at the window, saw the woman jerk herself aside, not trying to block the bolt. 

Imogen stepped into view. Her shoulders were heaving, her chin lowered, long strands of black hair having slipped free from her braids and writhing as if tormented in the air about her. A deep breath, and then she screamed, a sound torn from her core. 

A dozen lightning bolts blasted down around the woman, from within the room, as if raining down from its ceiling, and the woman was hurled out the window, tossed like a rag doll, half the facade of the building exploding forth as well, the cacophonous roar so deafening that everything grew quiet after, my pulse pounding in my head as I hurled Shard blast after Shard blast at the inspector.

The woman caught herself midair, somehow kept erecting tailored wards before the inspector, oriented on Imogen, and for the first time I saw something akin to shock on her scarred face.

Fierce pride surged in my chest. Fuck yeah, you better watch out when Imogen comes gunning for you -

“Shoot the girl with glasses,” said the inspector, his voice piercing the chaos, ringing like a tuning fork, setting my teeth on edge, and I saw Valeria’s face go slack as she loaded another bolt, turned on her heel, and aimed at Imogen.

Ice water filled my gut. “Valeria, no!” 

Imogen was heaving for breath, depleted by that last blast, and could only raise her head to stare in shock as Valeria pulled the trigger.

Faster than thought, I drank from Manipura as if from a fire hydrant, opened all the sluice gates, and dove forward. 

The world slowed.

Lizbeth’s bolt flew threw the air. 

I wrestled with Shard. It seemed to have grown stuck in the air, trapped as if by honey. It took everything I had to bring the blade down, to cut through that viscous resistance, every muscle screaming, the bolt slipping by, too fast, inching beyond my face. I was going to miss it, I was going to miss -

The tip of Shard’s blade pressed down on the back of the bolt, just before the fletching. The bolt’s head rose like a ship’s prow hitting a heavy wave, and then the world snapped back into normal speed and the bolt spun away, flying above Imogen’s head to crack off a distant wall.

I fell to my knee, wanting to puke, shaking as if I’d just shoved a knife into a wall outlet, only to see the scarred woman float down beside Imogen. Kick out her foot and pound her fist down into her face. In that moment she flipped up to horizontal.

Imogen smashed down into the road, the force bone jarring, her head bouncing off the cement. 

“No!” I’d already drunk too deep from my well. But sheer horror overrode any restraint - I rose, pointed Shard, and reached into my reservoir, saw that cord of gold running down its center, reached out in mind’s eye to grasp it, and poured the cascade of power that flooded forth into Shard.

Which lit up like the sun and unleashed a blast of pure gold a yard across. Which flashed across the dozen yards and slammed into the woman’s hastily erected shield - but kept going.

The woman grimaced as she was pushed back, heels sliding across the muck and filth. She leaned into her shield as if holding a door closed, face contorting in effort, and still I poured my wrath upon her. Forced her back against the wall, the air filled with sound and fury, my body incinerating as more and more power came roaring forth. 

Her shield was being destroyed as fast as she could erect new layers. She turned her scarred face away, cigarette falling from her lips, eyes screwing shut, and I wanted nothing than to blast her from existence, reduce her to an ashen char across the wall -

Pain blasted into my thigh, took my leg out from under me, and I crashed to the ground. The gold light zigzagged up the wall, demolishing and incinerating masonry and framing before winking out of existence.

A crossbow bolt had sunk deep into the flesh of my leg.

Valeria was staring at me in horror. The inspector had stepped up beside her, had his hand resting lightly on her shoulder.

The scarred woman straightened from her crouch, face bathed in sweat, her chest rising and falling.

Neveah and the dockworker had retreated into the darkness. Somehow that bastard was keeping her at bay. 

“That is quite enough,” said the inspector, his voice rich with disdain. “I have no idea who you are, or what drove you to this suicide mission, but I assure you, it is over. My dear, if he so much as lifts his blade, I want you to put a bolt into his neck.”

Valeria drew the crossbow string back, tears running free down her cheeks, eyes glassy and wide, and aimed right at me.

The man glanced over at the scarred woman. “Are you all right, Des?”

“Peachy,” she said, running the back of her wrist across her lips.

“Disarm them, bind them, knock them out, then help Charles. He’s embarrassing himself. We’ll bring them back to Yaemon for excruciation.”

I had to do something. My mind raced. I was a cinder, nothing left. Valeria was too good with the crossbow. The moment I tried to fly up, or lift my blade, I’d be dead. Sweat prickled and ran down my brow. I tasted blood. 

Movement.

Imogen sat up. One eye was already closing, swelling shut, blood running from one nostril over her lip. She picked up her spectacles. One of the lenses was shattered.

“It’s over,” said Des, hefting her machete. “Don’t do anything stupid.”

“All these fights and I’ve never broken my glasses.” Imogen shook her head in annoyance. I stared, half hopeful, half despairing. She seemed stunned, out of it. Like she didn’t know what was going on around her.

“You fought well, kid, but this wasn’t your day.” Des began walking back toward her. “You’ve got nothing I can’t counter.”

“Nothing?” Imogen canted her head to one side, as if unsure she’d heard right. “Are you so sure?”

Des stopped. Narrowed her eyes. “Pretty confident.”

Imogen settled her broken glasses upon the bridge of her snub nose and lifted her gloved hands. “Let’s see.”

The inspector’s voice rang out with impatient authority. “Put your hands down.”

I felt the power lash the air, but Imogen ignored it. 

She tugged at one fingertip, the second, pulled off her glove.

Des leaped at her, machete pulled back to lop off her hand.

Imogen’s tattoos writhed across her skin, a sickly mélange of green and purple, black and brown. She stared fixedly at her palm, then clenched her hand into a fist and rolled away.

Des staggered to a stop, eyes wild, then slashed through where Imogen had been. “Where’d she go?”

“Wards up!” barked the inspector.

Immediately a sphere of purple encompassed the inspector and Valeria.

Without thinking, I raised Shard and fired a blast of golden light at her from its tip.

Valeria squeezed the trigger. Lizbeth’s bolt impacted the inner curve of the ward, which winked out of existence, the bolt itself incinerating in the process.

Des wheeled, blocked my attack, then flung out her hand toward the inspector - and froze.

Imogen stood beside him, one gloved hand looped inside his elbow, the other raised to his temple, lightning wreathing her tattooed fingers. 

“Check mate,” she said. “Call off Charles.”

The inspector sneered but didn’t cavil. “Charles? Charles! Enough. We are at an impasse.”

“Not an impasse,” I said, climbing painfully to my feet. “You’re fucking toast.”

The man’s lips thinned such that they disappeared, leaving a horizontal slit where his mouth should have been.

“Fuck,” said Des, lowering her machete. “How the fuck she do that?”

I took her machete from her unresisting hand.

Imogen leaned in, took hold of the gold talisman around the man’s neck, and looped it up over his head and free.

“Don’t do anything to resist us or attempt to get away,” said Imogen, voice redolent with power. “Remove your command from Valeria here.”

“You are no longer subject to my will,” said the man stiffly, fury now causing his left eye to twitch. 

Charles came lumbering up. He had deep cuts across his forearms, shoulder, and chest, but none of them were bleeding. As if his body were made of clay, and each slash of Morghothilim had parted his muscle without causing any further damage. 

I reached over, grabbed the sewn patch and tore it free with a vicious yank.

Des protested, turning, hands rising, but Imogen’s voice cut across the alley.

“Des, be still and don’t use your powers.”

The scarred woman’s face wrinkled in anger, but she did as she was commanded.

“Game’s up?” asked Charles.

“Game’s up,” I agreed.

“Can I sit down?”

“You got a psyche-imperium talisman on you?”

“Yeah,” he said, and dug a bronze disc out of his pocket.

“Lift that talisman up,” said Imogen, voice resonating.

It glowed.

“Good idea to check,” said Charles, and tossed the disc onto the floor.

“Sit down, Charles, and don’t try to stop us, inconvenience us, or use your powers in any way beyond healing.”

“Yeah, fair enough.” He stomped over to a stoop and sat heavily, sighing with relief.

I searched the darkness beyond. “Neveah?” 

The darkness moved, and Neveah appeared, blade slung over her shoulder. She wasn’t badly hurt, though her left arm hung limp and the entire side of her face was already puffing up and growing shiny. 

“You all right?” I asked.

“Fine,” she said, voice without emotion.

I blew out a deep breath of relief. “Fuckin’ A. Now that was a fight.”

“I’m sorry,” said Valeria, rising to her feet.

“Don’t be.” I squeezed her shoulder. “Might be a smart idea to carry these talismans with us moving forward.”

“Agreed.” But I could tell she was haunted by what had just happened.

Imogen pointed at the basement window, wincing as if a headache had just stabbed her behind the eyes. “You three. Through there and below to wait for us.”

The inspector and his body guards made their way to the window at knee height. Des kicked the frame, causing the window to fall inwards, and then sinuously inserted herself, hands on the upper rim, to disappear into the dark.

Huffing and cursing under his breath, the inspector got down on his knees, soiling his robes, and levered himself after.

Charles simply sat, swung his legs inside, then slid onto his back and through.

“We’re going to have to be quick,” said Imogen, pulling on her glove. “I’m only of the fourth circle in Psyche-Imperium. Their wills are too much for me to handle for long.”

“Understood,” said Valeria. She slid in through the window. I went next, and heard a muffled thump and cry as I fell into the dimly lit room.

Des lay curled on the floor at Valeria’s feet, eyes fluttering.

“One down,” said Valeria. “Should make it easier for Imogen.”

“Lay a finger on me and I shall see to it that you are hunted down to the ends of the universe,” said the inspector, voice trembling with outrage.

“You we need,” said Valeria as Neveah materialized by my side. Had she slid down without my noticing?

“You’re going to have to hit me pretty hard to lay me low,” said Charles, digging a battered cigarette from his pocket. “I heal pretty fast.”

“No kidding,” said Valeria. I saw his wounds were already almost healed up. “Anahata?”

“Aye,” said Charles, patting his pockets for matches. “That’s the sanskara. Can’t close the damn thing.”

Imogen followed in last, saw Des on the floor, and gave Valeria a curt nod. “That helps, thank you. But we’d still best hurry. Here.”

She handed Valeria the inspector’s talisman. Gave me Charles’ bronze badge, and Neveah the torn patch from Des’ coat. 

“You do realize whom you’re accosting,” sneered the inspector. “What this means for your future. How short you’ve made it.”

“Sure we do,” I said, sheathing Shard at last. My legs felt wobbly. I wanted to sit down. Close my eyes. I forced myself to stand up straight. Resisted the urge to channel Manipura, to try for some artificial strength. That would be exactly the wrong move. “You’re on your way to inspect the cornucopia machines. We’re going to take your place instead and steal them. With your help.”

The inspector’s lips pulled back from his yellowed teeth in a silent snarl.

“Take off those robes,” said Imogen.

Stiffly, fighting his own movements, the inspector began to pull his clothing up and over his head.

“Problem,” said Valeria. “You’re too small for his robes, Imogen.”

“I’ll wear them,” I said. “Now, let’s get to work on the specifics. Passwords, exchange protocols, how to inspect the C-Machines, and most importantly, how to pluck them free of their housing.”

“You suicidal fools,” snarled the inspector, handing me his great pale cassock. “You don’t have a chance in hell. The security is too tight. You think they’ll let you - even if they believe for a second that you’re a Final Skull - walk out with a Cornucopia Machine?”

“You leave that part up to us,” I said. “Neveah, bind Des and take her into the subbasement. Charles, hands behind your back. Valeria, take care of him, then escort him below.”

“Never find a match when you need one,” sighed Charles.

“Yaemon’ll take you skulls,” said the inspector. “He’ll turn them into drinking vessels. Should be easy enough, given how little gray matter you obviously have in there.”

“Answer his questions,” said Imogen, putting force behind her words. “Now.”

The inspector ground his teeth together, worked his head back and forth, then let out a deep, exasperated sigh. “Very well. This is what you need to know.”

 

* * *

 

Imogen and I stepped aside into a dingy alcove half an hour later. We were down in the subbasement, a trash strewn hell pit of broken machinery and all the various discarded flotsam from the ruins of civilization. Each step down there was precarious. No wonder it had been abandoned. 

“How are you?” I asked, reaching out to touch the puffy black material of her shoulder.

“Hmm? Tired. Concerned. Depleted. Yourself?”

“I’m…” I should have been wiped. The amount of magic I’d channeled up in the alley had been insane. “I feel strangely good.”

Imogen frowned up at me. “Are you feeling manic?”

“No, not that. Here, let me see what’s going on.” No need to sit cross-legged. I was becoming familiar enough with meditation that I could now summon those vast owl eyes in the depths of my mind with just a moment’s focus. I closed my eyes, exhaled, and there they were, baleful and indifferent, pitiless and infinite in their blazing depths. 

I regarded them with reservation and awe - they definitely didn’t feel like they were on my side, or anything understandable like that - and then dove down into my reservoir.

Which was half filled still with magic instead of bone dry. A limpid, sparkling magic that glowed with the golden yellow of sunflower petals, effervescent and joyous. 

I hovered above this swirling mass of power, flummoxed. What the fuck? I’d never generated yellow magic before. It had always been either the crimson of Muladhara or the burning orange of Manipura. 

Yellow? 

And so much of it, after I’d channeled everything I had in that last fight?

I opened my eyes. “What the fuck?”

“Hmm?” Imogen was leaning against the alcove’s dirty brick wall, arms crossed. “What is it?”

“I’m half full still. And the magic in there is yellow.”

“Yellow. That’s Svadhisthana’s color. The second sanskara. That’s interesting. Are you developing new powers?”

“Well, yes.” I blinked. “A few hours ago I tapped Manipura for extra strength and durability.”

Imogen’s frown deepened. “That would turn your magic orange. And also, by the way, is ridiculous. You’re developing powers it takes extremely talented people years to manifest. The perks of being the Savior, I suppose.”

I gave a shaky laugh, looked out the alcove to where Valeria was working on Lizbeth’s crossbow, could barely make out Neveah standing guard over the inspector’s team. “I suppose, yeah.”

“But Svadhisthana is your creative and sexual center. The source of the Green Path and the powers of seduction.” Imogen paused. “Oh. Oh!”

“Oh,” I said, and couldn’t help but blush. “Yeah, I see.”

“I wanted to tell you how happy I was for the two of you,” said Imogen, reaching out and taking my hand with her own gloved one. “I’ve never seen her so… not at peace, but embodied. Alive within her own skin. And the way you two were holding hands? So cute!”

“Yeah, cute.” I chuckled again. It was still weird to have one girl you were romantically involved with be so supportive of another girl you were romantically involved with. Yet somehow Imogen made it seem so wholesome and natural. “It was a pretty intense…ah… connection we made. Broke through some real shit.”

“Then no wonder Svadhisthana dumped so much magic into your reservoir. It also hints at your ability to open and bond with that sanskara at some point. But what happened?”

I knew we should have been discussing what we’d learned from the inspector, should have been plotting out the difficulties that now faced us, but something about Imogen’s face - how drawn and exhausted it was, how her eyes had lost their natural light, how heavy and defeated she felt, drew me into this conversation. So I told her, about Heballios and the Sump Pump, Miss Hawk and the performance, Hawk’s proposition, my confrontation with Brielle.

Imogen was a fantastic listener. Despite looking bone weary, her attention never wavered. Her fingers remained interlaced with mine, her nods and small ‘ohs’ making it easy to tell her everything.

“That’s… I mean. Well.” She reached up with her other hand to rub one eye. Tears? No. Exhaustion. “About time. I’m proud of you, Noah!”

“Ah, come on.”

“I’m serious.” She punched me lightly in the chest. “That was difficult. Navigating Brielle always is. But you broke through, did the right thing, said the right thing.” She smiled up at me. No resentment, no jealousy, just happiness for Brielle and I. “You know, I’ve been thinking a lot about our bonds. What it means for you to have five companions at your side, what it means for the Source to require you to sleep with us to fulfill your potential. It can’t be just the physical act, though orgasm is the catalyst for the formation of the bond.”

“Uh, yeah?” I’d no idea where she was going to go. Still wasn’t completely at ease discussing the matter so frankly. But Imogen’s candor disarmed me. “How I’ve yet to manifest my real power because I haven’t slept with Neveah?”

“Yes, there’s that, but no. What I mean is, orgasm is crucial, but insufficient for the full realization of our bond. What is the Source if not life-affirming love? The chrism of existence? It celebrates our bond, but not all bonds are equal - remember how your connections in your reservoir were of differing strengths?”

“Right,” I said. “You and I were bonded the most closely. I thought it was because we’d, ah, slept together the most in Ghogiel?”

“There is that, but there’s more.” She bit her lower lip, pondered. “Yes, we’ve been fortunate to sleep together the most, but what I feel for you is genuine. I love you, Noah. And I think you feel something true for me. And that affirms our bond, strengthens and deepens it in so many more dimensions than we can imagine.”

Wait. Had she just casually told me she loved me? The words, after my own earlier hesitations, hit me like a fist in the solar plexus, and I inadvertently tightened my grip on her fingers.

She continued, pretending to not notice. “The truer, more romantic, more pure, more elevated the bond, the more powerful it becomes. The more it will sustain you. Let’s run a quick experiment: go into your reservoir and check your bond to Brielle.”

“All right.” I felt breathless. To have Imogen - wise, sexual, brilliant, lethal Imogen just casually tell me she loved me felt like it deserved its own celebration - but I obeyed her request and closed my eyes. Dipped down into my reservoir once more.

The golden cord ran down the center of the well as always. To one side, Manipura, blazing and rotating in its endless glory. Far below: Muladhara, petals curled over its ruby face. Yellow magic all around, not filling the reservoir but far more than I’d expected. 

I drifted toward the cord, stretched out my hand, focused on Brielle. Envisioned her features, her imperious gaze, her flaming hair. Floated around the cord till I felt resistance, tension - and then a blazing filament of fire extended away from the golden cord before my hand into the air.

I watched, eyes wide, as the filament grew longer. Radiant heat came off it, but though it was intense it didn’t drive me away: I wanted to burn in that fire. The end of the filament parted into a loop, which grew, turned into a perfect circle, and then seemed to cut into the fabric of the air, forming a doorway, a portal, beyond which I sensed, I knew, lay Brielle’s sanctum.

Holy shit.

Hand still outstretched, overwhelmed, I drew back, then opened my eyes.

“And?” prompted Imogen.

“Well.” I tried to find the right words. “Uh.”

Imogen elbowed me in the ribs. “Hurry! I want to know.”

“Super thin string of fire? Came off the golden cord? Outlined the door to Brielle’s portal? And, uh. Intense? I didn’t touch it. But something seems to have been, ah, formalized?”

Imogen seized my hand in both of hers and squeezed. “That’s fantastic! Combine that with the outpouring of Svadhisthana’s power, and - yes. I know I’m right. We’re just now starting to realize the potential of our bonds, Noah. Can you imagine? What you would be like if you were bonded in such manner to all five of us? The power that would be available to you?”

I dry swallowed. “I, uh, might be a little overwhelmed.”

Imogen bit her lower lip, nodded. “Which is why - probably - the Source demands we explore and fulfill our bonds naturally, first. So as to not burn you out from within and leave you a smoking, guttered wreck, destroyed by a surfeit of love and lust and power.”

“All praise the Source,” I said weakly.

“This is fascinating. So fascinating! Am I the only one who feels a near undeniable urge for quill and parchment so as to write this all down?” A gleam had entered her eye, but then she sighed, and it was as if that very sigh blew out the flame in her gaze. “That’s wonderful, Noah.”

“Hey, what about you?” I felt like an oaf, the terms and endearments and precious emotions being discussed beyond the fine motor skills of my words. “You’re not looking too great.”

“Harmiel,” said Imogen with a shrug. “I reached for its power with little caution. Simply snatched at it, as it were. The result has been… sloppy. I’m feeling very unbalanced. All kinds of dark and… unnatural thoughts and feelings are trying to take over me. But I recognize where they come from. Their perverted provenance. I will overcome.”

She sounded so tired, her voice so small, her eyes downcast, that pain tore at my heart. To think that she’d so badly hurt herself to save us all, that she’d sacrificed without a thought to preserve our lives - it was too much.

“Sit,” I ordered.

She looked about our feet at the wreckage and garbage. “Here?”

“Here,” I said, absolutely certain. And promptly did so, kicking aside some broken wooden boards that were still haphazardly nailed together. I lowered myself into a cross-legged posture, beckoned peremptorily for her to do the same.

Imogen knelt, smoothed her white apron over her knees, and gazed at me quizzically. “What’s this?”

“Hold my hands. Close your eyes. Descend into your sanctum and wait for me there.”

“It’s… it’s not pretty in there right now, Noah.”

“I don’t give a flying fuck. Go there. Now.”

I took her left hand as she closed her eyes, and peeled the glove off. Revealed her tattooed hand, swirling and swarming with the power of Lilith.

Imogen’s eyes snapped open in shock. “What -”

“Do you trust me?” I felt like I had Psyche-Imperium myself, so laden with power were my words. 

No doubt, no hesitation. “Of course.” 

“Sanctum. Now.”

She took a deep, shuddery breath, and closed her eyes again. 

I removed the glove of her right hand. Interlaced my fingers with her own, allowed our hands to rest in the space between our nearly touching knees.

Instinct, little more, guided me. The time was now. We’d nearly died in that alleyway above. Our quest to defeat the bitch-queen Lilith herself failing at the hands of a Final Skulls inspector in fucking Tagimron. 

The time was now. No, the time was long past due. 

A deep breath, and I closed my eyes.

The blazing, burning eyes of that vast sun owl stared down at me. I ignored them, dove deep and without hesitation into my reservoir.

Which was really starting to feel like a refuge, a safe place, comforting and invigorating all at once. Down past blazing Manipura to hover around the midway point of the golden cord. The fiery filament leading to Brielle was still there, and the mere sight of it filled my chest with joy. It was a physical testament to our breakthrough, to our passion, to our love.

To think two such disparate people as Princess Brielle Islandis and Noah Kilmartin from Ruddock, Ohio, could feel such love. 

What a universe.

But I put that aside for now and oriented on the golden cord once more. Reached out, felt for the invisible bond to Imogen. Found it. Like a violin cord it was taut and resonant to the touch, once the definition of a strong bond, but now insignificant compared to Brielle’s. 

I followed it out as I’d done before, floating to the reaches of my reservoir, and there felt the portal, the aperture as I’d previously called it. Extended my hand, focused on Imogen, and felt the space between us warp and give way.

A tiny space appeared, then irised open wider until I could gaze into her sanctum with ease - and there saw the horror that Harmiel was wrecking upon her. 

It looked like an oil spill without the sheen. Black and purple tar was oozing around the spherical walls, dripping from the ceiling down to rising gouts of stalagmites, occasionally forming into attenuated columns of filth so that the hovering figure of Imogen in the center seemed imprisoned.

And there she was. Her spirit form muted, without its previous glowing light, her body reduced to its essentials, her features hinted at. Hovering cross-legged in the center of her sphere, hands on her knees, chin lowered. Daubs and smears of Harmiel all over her, marring her perfect form, threatening to drown her spirit in its filth.

“Imogen,” I said. My voice echoed with command, and I saw ripples spread away from me across Harmiel’s surface as it recoiled.

Imogen opened her eyes. They blazed at the sight of me.

I extended my hand. “Come to me.”

She floated forth, but the thick, rubbery strands of Harmiel sought to impede her. Stretched, but refused to snap.

I frowned. Lowered my chin. Put more power into my words. “You are my truest companion. By the power of the Source, by the bond between us, I summon you into my sanctum. Come.”

The strands of Harmiel snapped, and Imogen sailed free, her smile gladsome, her eyes blazing with ever more light, till she reached the perimeter of her sanctum and extended her slender hand to mine.

I closed my fingers over her own and drew her into myself. Into my spiritual core. Pulled her through the aperture, which closed behind her, sealing away the bulk of Harmiel’s perfidy. 

But it still stained her form, miasmic smears moving about her, seeming pained by my presence but refusing to let go.

“Imogen,” I said, holding both her hands now, pulling her deeper into my sanctum, her form revolving with me as we slowly turned, surrounded by the cadmium yellow glow of my Svadhisthana magic.

“Noah,” she whispered, her voice seeming to come from far away, despite her smile.

“I love you.”

The words were like a thunderous blow to my reservoir. The very air shook, grew thick as if jellied, and Manipura blazed forth, roaring with the ferocity of a hundred lions. Muladhara’s petals opened as one, and a beam of ruby light speared up through my reservoir, engulfing the golden cord, a shaft of deep and abiding strength and security. The distant, invisible walls around us shook and trembled, and a brilliant aura of sunflower yellow appeared about us both, lambent like flames.

The smears of Harmiel lightened, writhed, burned away as the light from Imogen’s spirit body blazed forth. In a matter of seconds she hovered before me, pure, undiffused, her joy and love blazing forth from her, near-tangible, and then a great sunflower opened in the air beside us, large as a fucking wall, revolving with slow, divine perfection, and from its core, its multifarious bud, streamed a flood of more yellow magic, enveloping us, cradling us, bonding us in its magic.

“I love you,” cried Imogen, the word coming from the depths of her soul as the reservoir around us shook and rumbled, as Manipura roared and the Svadhisthana baptized us, as Muladhara suffused us with the most primal of protective energy, and I pulled her into my arms, wrapped her in my embrace, and kissed her, the lips of my spirit upon her own, so that our forms near melded in a state of sublime perfection.

I lost track of time. It ceased to have meaning. Sexual energy blazed around us, but wasn’t the sole force; a deeper, golden power raged between us, then settled into an undulating current. I felt her melting into my own sense of self, felt the walls of her body fading away, revealing her core, and therein I sensed depths I’d not yet imagined, dark spaces, jagged memories, broken shards of the person she might have been had it not been for her Academy where she’d been raised, for Grausch her mentor, for the baleful influence Lilith had played in her life. 

But I didn’t care. I loved her for it. I loved her for the strength she had to keep those dark influences at bay. The poise and clarity of mind that allowed her to harness Harmiel and not succumb, unlike Taniel back in Bastion, unlike so many thousands if not millions of others. 

Admired her. Treasured her. Wondered at her inner beauty and simplicity, her ferocious intellect and curiosity, her unjudgmental love, her strength and humility. 

My heart cracked. 

To bond with such a person. To be loved in turn. To express such true emotion without reservation, to leave all doubt and fear and defensiveness aside and emerge into a state of utter vulnerability.

And there be met by the object of your love, who had undergone the same transfigurative process, had cast aside their own inhibitions and doubts and weaknesses to love you in turn.

Glory.

We dwelled in eternity. There was nothing but Svadhisthana and its yellow fire, and understanding blossomed in my mind. I glimpsed the mind of the Source, the slenderest vision of an infinitesimal aspect of its intent, its desire for the universe, the reason behind our creation, why it had all been put in motion. Glimpsed a pale reflection of the music of the spheres, understood its rhythm as I felt it syncopate to the beat of our joined hearts, and thought: this is it. It will never get better than this. This is reaching out to touch the essence of life.

But we couldn’t sustain that moment. Knew that we couldn’t. We were mortal, fragmented beings, and despite the purity of our bonds, were not ourselves pure; thus our bond was destined to end, doomed by our own mortal weaknesses. 

By slow degrees we separated, until at last we were two once more. 

Imogen was weeping. Her body blazed. Svadhisthana’s petals began to close. 

I pulled her in for a hug, wrapped her in my arms once more, but this was as close to a mere physical gesture as one could get in my spiritual reservoir. The mind of the Source did not reveal itself to me again. We held each other tight, like shipwrecked sailors on the shores of the galaxy, and wept with joy for what we’d shared, with sorrow for what we’d lost.

“Noah,” I heard Imogen whisper, and opened my eyes. Svadhisthana was gone. Where it had hung there was no sign of a sanskara, of the miracle that had taken place. A pang of loss hit me like a blow. And yet it was tempered by the warmth in Imogen’s eyes, her presence, her beauty, her love.

“Imogen,” I whispered, naming her, and at last our separation was made complete. As two distinct individuals we hovered before each other, still revolving slowly about that golden cord, and I knew that everything had changed, that nothing had changed, that what was now had always been, waiting for us to uncover it like primordial bones in the mantle of the earth awaited the patient inquiry of a paleontologist. 

A filament of fire pulled away from the golden cord. We watched as it floated past us. Reached Imogen’s portal, and there outlined it, cementing it forever in my spiritual heart.

I opened my eyes. Imogen did so at the same time. My heart rose in my throat at the sight of her, at the sight of her physical body. The marks of death upon her face, her whole body primed for dissolution when compared to the spiritual perfection of her soul-form. And yet the lines in her face, the dirt on her cheeks, the shadows under her eyes, made me love her all the more fiercely.

We were doomed to die. Tonight or tomorrow or fifty years hence. And this person, this being, this woman, had given herself to me, and I to her, and it was my Source-given mission to cherish her till one of us passed, our mortal frames broken past repair. That very knowledge gave my love a poignancy that brought tears to my eyes, and I leaned forward to clasp her to me, hold her tight.

“What… what just happened?” asked Valeria, voice stunned.

I blinked, the world and our mission and everything else at last impinging itself upon my awareness. Turned, pulling away slightly to see Valeria staring, wide-eyed, along with Neveah, the inspector, and Charles. 

“Who are you?” asked the inspector, his voice hoarse. “What are you?”

I couldn’t help it. I smiled, amused, still delighted by Imogen’s presence, buoyed by the experience we’d just shared. “We’re just passing through.”

“You two just lit up like bonfires,” said Valeria, voice uncertain, hesitant, as if she wasn’t sure she wanted to know. “Everything… everything all right?”

“Better than that,” said Imogen, voice bright, alive with mischievous joy. Gone was her exhaustion, and her eyes gleamed with life, with light, with humor. She squeezed my hand tight. “We just experienced a miracle. I’ll never forget it.” She turned back to me, expression turning grave. “I’ll never, ever forget that. Thank you, Noah.”

My eyes prickled with tears. I didn’t know what to say. Words were insufficient, so I leaned forward and kissed her.

“That… I’ve never seen the like,” said the inspector. Gone was the disdain, the arrogance. “Never have I seen - no, felt - such power. Who are you? Why are you here?”

I stood, pulling Imogen to her feet. “I’d rather not say. I’m sorry.”

A moment of further hesitation, and then the inspector got on his knees and bowed down, pressing his brow to the dirt.

Charles grunted, clearly taken aback, but with laborious effort did the same, prostrating himself before us.

I took a deep breath. I didn’t want this. Wasn’t sure what to do. But I didn’t look to the others for guidance. The fleeting warmth of that miracle - that second of contact with the Source - still suffused me. I was the Savior. But there was something there. A truth that had been resplendent while it lasted. Something about me, about everyone around me. 

No.

It was gone.

I moved forward and crouched before the inspector. Touched his shoulder. “Please. Don’t bow.”

He raised his head, blinking in surprise, bits of dirt sticking to his face. “But. I don’t know what else to do.”

I extended my hand to him. “Let me help you up.”

He took my hand in his own and rose shakily to his feet. 

“Charles?” I said. 

The dockworker did the same, levering himself up, pushing on his knees, till at last he stood before me.

I didn’t know what to say to them. I felt light, healed, renewed. My weariness and exhaustion had been burned away. I was burning up with magical power. Topped up like never before.

They were staring at me expectantly.

“What is it you want?” I asked them both.

“I don’t know,” said the inspector.

Charles pulled at his lower lip, then gave a decisive nod. “To help you.”

The inspector glanced sharply at him, frowned. “I - I don’t know.”

A giddy, lightheaded sensation washed over me. Something akin to vertigo without feeling like I was losing my balance. Mania? “Thank you, Charles. Inspector?”

The man pinched the bridge of his nose, screwed his eyes tightly shut. “What I felt there. That moment. Something entered the room. No, flowed out of you. Something I once thought I’d sense all the time when I began my journey into magic. Something I came to think my right, that belonged to me, no - that was owed to me. And - and in that arrogance, I lost it. I’ve not felt it since Tiphareth fell. Since I made certain - calculated - decisions.”

His shoulders were rising and falling as he fought for breath. He dropped his hand away and glared at me. “And yet you. You blaze that feeling as if you were the sun. You burned with it so brightly I thought you’d reduce me to ash. Please. Please tell me. Who are you?”

I put my hand on his shoulder. I wasn’t myself. My words seemed to come from deep within my core, and I but the channel. “You can feel that again, Thomas. You can return. It never left you. You turned away.”

The inspector turned deathly pale. 

“Turn back,” I said. “Face the fire. It’s there. You need but want it once more.”

Tears brimmed in the man’s eyes and he covered his mouth with his hand. 

“Do you want it?” I asked.

“Yes,” he whispered, voice muffled.

“Then it is yours.” I dropped my hand away. The feeling passed. That sense of being spoken through. But I didn’t question. Instead, I smiled at him. “Good luck.”

“I - thank you. Yes. I - need some time. To process. To think.”

“Take it. Good luck. May the Source guide your steps and heart.”

The inspector - Thomas - stared at me, eyes raw, expression slack, and then moved past me, toward the iron rungs embedded in the chute leading up to the basement.

Nobody tried to stop him.

A moment later he was gone.

I exhaled, passed my hand over my brow, and then reached out, found Imogen’s hand without looking.

“That was a miracle right there,” said Charles, patting his pockets. “Never thought I’d see the like.”

“And you, Charles?” It was just me talking now. “You really want to help us?”

He screwed up his seamed face. “That’s like a ship captain asking a castaway if he really wants to leave his desert island. Damn right I do. Just like to have a smoke first.”

I laughed. “Go for it.”

Valeria raised a hand. “Hold on. I’m way out of my depth here. What the hell just happened? We’re just letting people go and bringing others on board now?”

“You felt it,” said Neveah. She stood in the back, lost in the shadows, and I’d almost forgotten about her, such that I nearly jumped. “You felt it, Valeria. The power. The…majesty of that exchange.”

I saw that she was crying. “Neveah?”

She reached up with the base of her palm, pressed it to her eyes.

Holy shit. I’d never seen her show emotion like this. I’d seen her tortured, brutalized, wounded beyond measure - and never show a crack in her self-control. Even back in Victor’s throne room or whatever that place had been at the top of the Black Tower she’d shown more wild despair and anger than actual misery.

Neveah turned away, shoulders hunching.

I released Imogen’s hand, moved toward her. Hesitant. The authority of my miracle receding, leaving me alone to handle this moment.

“It’s nothing.” Her voice was raw. “Just. Seeing that. I don’t remember it. The memory was taken from me. But I can feel the void it left behind. And know. That I had experienced the like.”

With her first savior. 

That awareness sobered me. I couldn’t fathom what it would be like to lose that bond to Imogen now. To lose even the memory of that bond. To have that part of my soul carved out. What it would do to me. How it would reduce me. 

Just how much had Neveah suffered?

My admiration for her renewed itself. Could I have kept going after all she’d been through? That level of love and loss? The endless months of torture in Bastion’s dungeon? Could I have found the strength to pick up my blade and start all over, with a group of strangers, to dare to defy Lilith right from the beginning, to take a deep breath and put everything behind me, and take that first step all over again?

I honestly didn’t know.

I’d like to think I would.

But fuck.

Instinct told me to leave Neveah alone. But the fading afterglow of that miracle with Imogen led me to place my hand on Neveah’s shoulder.

No words. I simply squeezed, let her know I was there. That I acknowledged her pain without trying to make it better.

She stood still. Head hanging low. Not weeping. Not shaking. Not shivering. Mastering herself, I realized. Exerting that awesome will of hers. Gathering in all the broken shards of her soul and sweeping them back into the dark. 

Neveah inhaled sharply, raised her head, looked over her shoulder at me. Her large, achingly blue eyes ringed with green were alive with barely contained pain. Yet she smiled. “I’m happy for you, Noah. Happy for you both.”

Fuck.

I squeezed her shoulder tight and pulled her into a hug. I couldn’t handle her pain. Her bravery. Her generosity. 

She didn’t hug me back. Stood stiffly, arms by her side as I held her, as if she didn’t know what I was doing, didn’t understand what a hug was. 

But nor did she push me away.

After a moment I stepped back. Turned to the others. “It’s time to move onto the next phase of our plan.”

Charles cracked one massive set of knuckles in the palm of his other hand. “You’re serious, then. Going to try and steal yourself a Corn?”

“Corn? We call them C-Machines. Sounds better. And yes. You said you wanted to help?”

“Sure.” He said it like it was no big deal.

“Imogen? What do you think?” And looking at her caused my whole body to light up. Waves of warmth and joy flooded me all over again. What the fuck had just happened between us? I wanted to just stand there and marvel, but there was no time. 

“Charles’ presence would validate our team. We’d be larger than normal, but I’m sure we could explain that.”

“Can we trust him?” Valeria stood to the side, arms crossed, chin raised. “We know nothing about him. We’re taking him at his word that he’ll not give us away at a critical moment. Why introduce such a variable into our plan?”

“He’s under my control,” said Imogen. “To a degree.”

“To a degree,” said Charles. “I’ve grown familiar with Psyche-Imperium. You’re good, but not great. Any long-lasting order will wear off before too long. You’re good at the short and even medium-term, but I doubt you could compel me for more than twenty minutes.”

“See?” Valeria’s exasperation was evident.

“I trust him,” I said. “Charles, you willing to help us steal a C-Machine? You thought through what that means for your future?”

“I’ve made it my profession to not think about the future ever since my family died,” said Charles, without rancor, without bitterness. 

“We’ll be leaving Tagimron soon. You’ll be staying behind. You’ll have to deal with the consequences of this decision.”

“Nobody leaves Tagimron.”

“We will.”

He digested that, then nodded. “All right. But sure. I can always go over to the Loyalists if need be. Not like they’d turn away a soldier like me, and my stealing the Corn would prove my bona fides.”

“C-Machine,” I said.

“C-Machine,” Charles agreed, smiling.

“I don’t approve,” said Valeria. 

“He would be useful in a fight,” said Neveah. “I’ve never seen someone heal so fast. He should have died a dozen times over during our fight.”

“Wicked blade you got there,” said Charles. “Cuts real nice.”

“Morghothilim?” I asked, delighted. “Cuts real nice? Ha!”

Neveah sniffed.

“I agree,” said Imogen. “I can renew my commands just before we knock on the door. And… I’m with you, Noah. I trust him. Or… I trust what happened between us, and how it spilled over to affect the others.”

“Then it’s decided. Let me get dressed.”

“And Des?” asked Charles. “She’s hard, but she’s all right.”

“Leave her here,” I said. “By the time she wakes up it’ll be too late.”

Charles nodded. “You should tell me your plan. So I don’t fuck it up by accident. You gotta have more of a plan then you’ve let on.”

“Oh yes,” I said, and grinned as I took up Thomas’ cassock. “C’mon. I’ll clue you in as we go. It’s high time we paid our respects to the Final Skulls’ processing plant.”

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

I stopped before the massive iron door. Smoothed down the white robes, took a deep breath, and fought for a moment of mental stillness before knocking. Felt my reservoir bubbling over with magical potential, filled to the brim with the riotous after-effects of my union with Imogen. 

Then raised my fist and rapped out the code.

An iron slat slid aside, a pair of suspicious eyes peered through. 

“This is hell, and there is no escaping,” I said, repeating Thomas’ password.

“True enough.” The slat slid home, a massive lock thunked aside, and the door opened wide to reveal a beast of a man wearing a leather apron that looked to have been peeled right off the back of a bull. Bald pate, piggish eyes, hands that could have crushed cue balls. “I’m not recognizing you, magister.”

His gaze flicked over Imogen and Valeria, settled on Charles. A modicum of reassurance flashed across his brutal features.

“That’s because we’ve never met,” I said, pushing forward, forcing him aside, and entering the processing plant. I could dimly hear the music of the Sump Pump below us. Was Brielle dancing even now, twirling about that pole, dressed in little more than black silk cords? 

The processing floor was cavernous, a shocking reality after living in such cramped quarters for over a week. Low ceilinged, sure, but about the size of a bowling venue, with conveyor belts of scuffed leather instead of lanes. The trundling sound of hundreds of spindles filled the air with a muted roar, and everywhere men and women were loading foodstuffs off the belts into cheap-looking pinewood crates. There had to be some thirty, forty people at work, far more than I’d envisioned, most of them glancing up to study us without stopping at their work.

The room, despite its size, was dismal. Low, jaundiced lighting that gave everything a sickly, honey sheen. Nothing on the walls but peeling paint and patches of mold. The floor was covered in random debris, most of it looking like moldy hay and mud, as if, weirdly enough, we’d stepped into a stable. The air was hot and stank of stale sweat and dust. 

And yet. 

Food came endlessly along the dozen conveyor belts which emerged from square holes along one wall, the apertures filled with hanging rectangles of more leather that shifted and swung about the goods that emerged.

Which… weren’t very inspiring. Blocks of paste. Slabs of oily looking meat. Containers of grains, rice, powders. 

The last conveyor belt was actually an iron sluice, angled slightly so that the constant flow of water running down its course poured into great drums set beneath its mouth. 

The water supply for the whole quarter. A water supply we were about to put an end to. The ramifications, the consequences of disturbing this supply chain - best not to think about it.

We had to escape Tagimron. There was no way around it.

Baldy was eyeing me up and down, but turned as Charles stepped up and clapped him on the shoulder. 

“Still fucking your mother, Reven?”

Reven grinned, pretending to be delighted with the quip. “Nah, wore her out. Moved onto your sister but she dislocated her hip. You got any more family?”

“Nah, they’re all dead.” Charles sniffed. “Everything shipshape?”

Not everyone was working. A good dozen men and women had risen to their feet from random spots about the room, abandoning a card game here, setting a book down there, leaving off sharpening a blade in the corner. The guards. As varied a cast of characters as I’d ever seen, ranging from more brutes like Reven to svelte dandies to haughty-looking teenagers to a voluptuous woman who was a spitting image of Jessica Rabbit.

Hard not to stare. 

And there - another iron door, this one riveted and reinforced so that it looked like it could resist explosives. 

Thomas’ injunctions rang in my mind. 

Don’t spend time chattering. The processing floor is not your remit. 

So I pulled my lips into as close to an inspector’s sneer of disdain as I could manage and strode to the control room door. Valeria and Imogen fell in step, Charles remaining behind to engage Reven and the guards in banter and keep them from looking at us too closely.

Another knock, another code. My stomach tightened into a greasy knot as I waited. If a fight were to break out here we’d be going up against a dozen elite warriors of Charles and Des’s caliber, plus the thirty or so workers who’d not hold back. 

Open, I thought, staring fixedly at the door. Open the fuck up.

Imogen was a silent presence at my elbow, a single vertical line between her brows all the indication that she was blocking the geomancer’s powers. Successfully, I hoped. Valeria doing her best to look bored, disinterested. Ignoring the curious stares from the hornier men about the room.

The door opened. A bald, dark-skinned man stood there, lips pulled into what looked like a customary frown, face lined and seamed by hard living and long years, ears jutting out the sides of his head like jug handles. His eyes, however, were narrowed and buried in the back of his ocular cavities like peach pits in the bottom of a leather pocket, his expression neutral, distant, infinitely suspicious and skeptical. Clad in a leather trench coat that had once been dyed a slate purple, he also wore a subtly patterned black dress shirt complete with a purple tie.

That gave me pause. He would have blended in with any crowd back on Earth. 

His eyes narrowed but a fraction. I was staring. “The way of all flesh,” I said.

No response. A slight pursing of his lips. He looked me up and down. “Trouble?”

For a moment I didn’t know what he meant. Then realized he was indicating the scuffs and stains on my cassock.

“Nothing we couldn’t handle.” And raised an expectant eyebrow. He’d not replied with the right key phrase.

“I thought Thomas was on shift this week.”

“Thomas is down with dysentery. Sends his regards.”

“And you are?”

“Inspector Williams.” I put some impatience into my tone. “Newly promoted in recognition to my service in Building G.”

Charles had added that detail. Building G had just fallen last month to the Skulls, taken by protracted guerrilla warfare from the Loyalists.

“Hmm.” The man sniffed. Glanced past me to where Charles was exchanging insults with Reven. “I wasn’t told.”

“Do I look like I care?” Time to amp up the menace. “Say your phrase or I’ll have you removed.”

His brows lowered further. “I’m the head of security.”

“Then start acting like it.” Everyone was staring. The pressure was mounting.

He scowled, shook his head. “Protocol’s going to shit. An inspector gets promoted and I’m not told? I’m going to complain to Yaemon.”

“Do what you want, but on your time. I’ll repeat it for formalities’ sake: The way of all flesh.”

“So goes the mortal coil,” he said, voice rich with distaste. “Come on in. Everything’s fine.”

“I’ll be the judge of that.” 

I followed his broad back into the control room. And there they were. The two C-Machines, or, at least, their operating shells, which looked for all the world like antique furnaces, an agglomeration of pipes, iron plates, levers and ducts. The C-Machines were buried in their hearts, interfaced and manipulated by the complex and delicate layers of controls that surrounded them. At the base of each column of machinery was a port through which emerged the constant stream of food stuffs in small, wooden boxes.

A massive pile of which was stacked against the rear wall, and were being fed into the columns’ other side by a team of three bored-looking men in apron and leathers. The techs.

Another man sat off to one side, a pile of books stacked beside his armchair, feet propped up on an ottoman bleeding stuffing through a few savage rents. The geomancer, no doubt. His skin had a metallic sheen to it, a faint coppery dusting, and his face was all sharp angularities. Clad in comfortable clothing and obviously corpulent, he looked like an ascetic monk who was resigning himself with turning into a rounded buddha. 

“Greetings all.” I stalked toward the columns, the head of security trailing me, frowning like a professor who was sure all his students were doomed to fail. My mind was racing, Thomas’ advice jumbling up in my concerns as everyone studied me. As long as I acted like an asshole, people would think I was part of the establishment, right?

“You would be the geomancer?” I sneered, stopping only long enough to stare down my nose at him. “Do you do anything other than spy on the brothel downstairs?”

The man sat up and sneered right back. “Sometimes.”

I sniffed, walked up to the first column. It was too broad to hug, though three people could have wrapped their arms around it. How the fuck was I supposed to extract the C-Machine? Instructions that had seemed crystal clear now felt hopelessly inadequate.

“Attendant Brentus,” said one of the technicians, raising his hand in the form of a lackadaisical salute. “All seems well, pending your approval, of course. We’re detecting a little excess heat in the engine, but it’s within tolerable levels. We just applied fresh lubricants, replaced the third rotator belt, and checked the groundings.”

“Production levels?”

A worried glance to his fellows. “Still dropping. We’re at a seven percent decrease from last month, despite my cranking up the accelerator.”

I glowered. “Quality of the product?”

“Also decreasing. Per Inspector Thomas’ instructions, we’ve begun to randomly sample the produced foodstuff, and are now having to discard almost a sixth of everything produced.”

“Discard almost a sixth?!” My surprise was feigned. Thomas had told me about this. “Outrageous incompetence! Have you calibrated the psycompatitor?”

“The psioncompatitor, sir?” 

Shit. 

“Answer the question.”

Brentus actually started to sweat. “I’m not qualified to do so, that’s a tier five calibration. Only a master attendant can adjust that, I’d never presume -”

“Silence,” I snapped. “Inspector Thomas may have been satisfied with your ineptitude, but I won’t let our people starve. A master attendant is qualified, yes, but so is an inspector.”

The psioncompatitor, Thomas had explained, was the key to the whole interface. It was where that original savant, sixty years ago, had hard coded a magic formula into a device that instructed the C-Machine to transform its Source influx into physical food and water. Tinkering with it was the equivalent of messing with a computer’s registry. It required years of studying the mechanism, the formula, and teasing out the elements that could be fine tuned so as to improve the C-Machine’s output.

It was the part that nobody really understood. The part that nobody dared mess with. You might as well attempt surgery on a man’s brain with a rock, Thomas had said. 

“Sir,” said Brentus. “You, ah -”

“Step aside.” I was finally able to shoot my cuffs. “It’s time we got things back on track. When I’m done with this machine our output will begin to increase, not diminish.”

The geomancer stood up, obviously alarmed. The three techs were all sweating bullets now.

“You know how to do this?” barked the head of security, moving into my field of vision. “You’re qualified?”

“Don’t be absurd, of course I am.” My heart was pounding. If they were going to stop me it would be now. I didn’t need to glance at Imogen and Valeria to know they were ready. “Why else would I have been made inspector?”

“Because you helped kill people in Building G,” said the head of security. “Killing people doesn’t make you a rocket scientist.”

Rocket scientist? Was this guy actually from Earth?

“See to your duties, man,” I said, putting every ounce of disdain that I could into my words. “And I shall see to mine. Now, let us begin. Imogen?”

“Who’s she?” demanded the security head.

“My genius savant.”

Imogen didn’t waste any time. She stepped forward, opened a small oven door, inserted her hand, and then closed her eyes.

“Stop her!” shouted Brentus.

The geomancer leaped to his feet. “She’s -”

Valeria had drifted behind him, and now, with a swift gliding step, moved in and cracked her elbow into the base of his skull.

The geomancer’s eyes rolled up in his head and he fell to the floor.

A ward flared to life; a soft, mellow gold, but I was ready, Shard leaping from my scabbard as I stepped right up next to the security head, blade pressed against his neck, the ward enveloping us both.

The man froze.

“You’re no damn inspector,” he hissed.

“No.” I pretended to consider. “I’m just a kid from Ohio.”

Confusion, shock, understanding - all of which resulted in a split second during which he let his guard down.

I took advantage, and slammed my forehead into the bridge of his nose as hard as I could.

His ward winked out. He stumbled back, hand going to his face, other hand exploding into a coruscating ball of flickering shadow.

But Valeria was on the ball. She spun into a crouch, leg sweeping his heels out from under him. The security head crashed into a pile, cursing and trying to blink away blood, but I was on him before he could react further and kicked a glancing blow right off his temple.

But the man was tenacious. He growled and tried to hurl a bolt of shadowy fire at me, but his aim was off and the blast seared into the ceiling, immediately melting away a square yard of the lead lining. 

I leaped aside as sizzling ingots of metal rained down, one burning a line down my forearm.

Valeria, wasting no more time, stomped on the man’s head. He went still. 

I turned to the three techs who were staring at us in abject horror. “Sorry. This will be over quickly. Imogen?”

“Almost… there.”

The humming, rumbling energy that came off the tower of machinery suddenly went still. The conveyor belt continued to run, but nothing came out of the portal at the pillar’s base.

“What have you done?” whispered Brentus, aghast.

“I’m not a hundred percent sure,” said Imogen. “But the influx of Source has been cut off for now. Noah? Ready?”

Shouts of alarm sounded from the processing floor as the conveyor belts began to run empty. 

I took a deep breath, nodded to Valeria, and then threw open the control room door and charged outside.

A crowd of faces oriented on me.

“What is the meaning of this?” I roared, striding up to where Charles and the massively brutish Reven were standing. “I’ve never seen such dereliction of duty!”

I had them on their heels. Everyone froze, eyes wide with shock.

Valeria peeled away and began to circle around the back of the crowd.

“I’m going to report this entire processing center to Yaemon! You think you can get away with this - this - rank neglect? Where is the floor manager? I want names, I want titles, I want everyone from the roster even those off shift! Yaemon will hear about this directly from me, and if I don’t get answers immediately the entire production line will ground to a halt! Outrageous! Absolutely horrifying!”

My shouts battered at them like waves on a cliff, causing men and women to flinch, to lean back, to cast nervous glances at each other. I felt a fool, shouting nonsense like that, but the empty conveyor belts added all the gravitas I could wish for.

“What’s happened?” asked Reven, voice hushed in horror.

“What’s happened? What’s happened! The flux capacitor has been left to accumulate enough waste to drown an entire city block! Do you think this machinery a toy? Do you think this entire operation a joke? Don’t answer that, I already know, I can tell, and if I don’t manage to get this together every one of you will pay for it, you hear me?”

Valeria was back by the panel. I saw her reach up, wedge her thumb under the latch, and force it open.

Mission accomplished. 

“I’m going back in there, and I’m going to try and work a bloody miracle. And nobody here better move a muscle until I’m done, or I’ll personally make them responsible!”

The look of cowed shock was perfect. Nobody dared even raise a hand. The spindles trundled and shook, but that was the only noise. 

I tugged on my cassock. “Now -”

“Oh dear,” said a slender man off to my far left, his tone rich with amusement and laughter. “What a pretty pickle we’re all in!”

Everybody oriented on him in disbelief. He was of average height, hairline receding, missing one ear, with a pair of dim glasses perched on his button nose. So unassuming I’d not seen him before, the kind of face you couldn’t lose in a crowd because you’d never pick it out in the first place.

“Mick?” asked Reven.

“Oh yes, what a predicament! We’re all sure to lose our heads, and that’s, of course, if we’re lucky. For we all know what a temper old Yaemon has, and who’d be surprised if he ordered us excruciated for a fortnight before finally granting us a merciful death? Not I, not I?”

I was flat-footed. The man’s ribald smile was completely at odds with his words. What the fuck was he so happy about?

“Mick -” began Reven, but the slender man cut him off.

“Of course, it’s a terrible coincidence that the machinery of production should fall silent the moment a strange inspector enters the control room, isn’t it? What a marvelously strange coincidence! And where, for that matter, is Shane, the head of security? Oh Shane! Come on out, why don’t you? No? What could be keeping him?”

Fuck. It finally hit home. My heart stuttered as everyone narrowed their eyes, turned from Mick to glare at the empty doorway, then turned suspiciously to me.

“Enough of this disrespect!” My shout sounded tinny compared to Mick’s rich hilarity. “Now, I’m going to go figure out how to get that machine working again -”

“Could this be a heist?” asked Mick, clutching his chin with two fingers, eyes widening in alarm. “A carefully staged stratagem to distract you all while a Cornucopia Machine is whisked out from under your eyes? Oh where, oh where is Shane? Oh Shane!”

I drew Shard and pointed it at Mick. “That’s fucking cheating.”

Mick winked at me. “Life’s not fair, my boy.”

Reven’s glower made thunderclouds look tame. “What’s this? Where’s Shane? What’s going on here?”

I began to back toward the security door. Where was Valeria? Still making her way back. Shit. “Very well! An explanation. You deserve that much.” My thoughts spun furiously. Mick propped his chin on his open palm, expression one of innocent curiosity as he listened. “Yaemon has tasked me with a special mission: to see how well the floor responded to an emergency drill. Well, I’m sad to say you’ve all failed thus far -”

Mick began to clap loudly. “Oh, very clever. An emergency drill? What is this, a children’s school?”

Valeria was jogging now with quiet urgency, hugging the back wall, almost by my side. 

“Fuck this for a lark,” said Reven, wiping his hands on his raw leather apron, and began striding toward the control room door.

“Stop,” I said, barring his way with my blade.

“You move that, or I move you.”

The dozen or so guards began to separate themselves from the crowd, edging toward me, expression shifting from shock to suspicion to anger.

Where was Neveah? She’d not have had enough time to get into the control room yet. Should I delay further?

Six or seven wards flickered into existence, their hues every color of the rainbow. 

Shit.

Mick gave me a wave. “Have fun!” 

Then his face went slack and he blinked in confusion.

Reven placed his hand on Shard’s blade, pushed it slowly away. “Last chance, inspector.” His voice was chewed granite. “Step aside.”

“All right, all right,” I said, lowering Shard, trying for testy impatience and managing little more than barely controlled panic. “Shane? Come out. The drill is over.” 

Valeria jogged up to my side. I gave Reven a tight smile, turned my palm upwards, and unleashed a levenbolt, blasting the ceiling.

And threw myself back into the control room, Valeria diving in after me, Imogen slamming the door closed and dropping the crossbar as we hit the floor. Valeria in my arms, thigh between mine, both of us struggling to rise as a series of concussive booms slammed into the reinforced door.

“That went well,” said Imogen, adjusting her spectacles.

“Fucking Elegiac Enigma,” I growled, rising to my feet. “I mean, is it just me, or does that just feel really unfair?”

“Definitely unfair,” said Valeria, rising sinuously to her feet. “Question is, what do we do about it?”

“Let’s see.” Imogen dropped to one knee, planted her hand on the ground, then scowled. “Lead walls are blocking my vision.”

“Neveah’s out there,” I said. “Fuck. We don’t have much time before someone notices her.”

“The C-Machine?” asked Valeria.

“Got it.” Imogen hurried back to the column, pulled open the oven door, reached in, and carefully, slowly, drew forth a carved block of gold. The scrape of its edges across the metal rim betrayed its weight, as did how Imogen sagged as it dropped into her arms.

“Here,” said Valeria, striding over and taking it from her. Even she had difficulty lifting it up. “By the Source. Neveah’s supposed to run with this?”

The door was taking constant abuse. Its metal surface was starting to bow inward.

“One way out,” I said. “A dozen heavy hitters waiting for us. Neveah and Charles on our side out there. Brielle and Emma below. Suggestions?”

Brentus raised a hand. “Peaceful surrender?”

Valeria adjusted her grip on the C-Machine. It looked for all the world like some primitive idol, a squat golden figure hugging its own knees so that its body made a cube shape. No sign of how wires or anything else could have interfaced with it.

Valeria bit her lower lip. “Throw open the door. Initial wave of attacks flow in. Hostages? Final Skulls won’t care. We create a diversion so someone can get out. Get the C-Machine to Neveah. A flurry of levenbolts? Anything out there we can destroy that will distract them?”

“Nothing comes to mind,” I said. “No boiler or anything that would blow. Imogen? Harmiel?”

She gave a grave nod. “Looks like we don’t have a choice.”

I crossed to her, pulled her into a tight hug. “I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be.” She gazed up, her smile stopping my heart, so sincere and - not innocent, but without guile, without walls between us. “That’s what I’m for.”

Valeria’s voice grew a little stiff. “Noah. You should take the C-Machine. Manipura will allow you to fly high, give you the strength to manage it. We throw open the door, let the initial blast of attacks flow in, then - no. We don’t fight back. We were the victims of your ploy. You’ll need to knock us out, or bloody our faces. We’ll pretend to have resisted you.”

“Smart,” said Imogen. “But Valeria, you were out there with us?”

“I struggled against him,” said Valeria, “once I realized what he was up to. I’ll be the one to open the door. That’ll be my bona fides. We’ll then need to escape as they chase you, Noah.”

The metal door rattled violently in its frame as if an iron rhino had just charged it, bowing in further.

“We’re out of time,” I said. “Brentus, apologies. Can’t have you betraying my friends.”

“Don’t kill us,” said Brentus, dropping to his knees, his two techs crowding in behind them. “We’re insignificant players in the grander scheme of things.”

“I have a sick mother,” said one of them.

“I don’t have nobody,” said the other. “But I’d really like to live.”

“Fine. Valeria?”

The amazon handed me the C-Machine. God damn but it weighed as much as an engine block. Or felt like it. I tapped Manipura, felt my arms and core and legs gird themselves with power, and straightened back up. Valeria moved behind the three, ordered them to kneel, and in short order knocked each out with a firm rap to the base of the skull.

“All right,” said Imogen. “My turn.”

“A scalp wound,” said Valeria. “Messy, dramatic, but heals quick and won’t impair you.”

“Lovely,” said Imogen. She linked her hands behind her back. “Have at it.”

Valeria drew a dagger, stepped up to Imogen, and for a second I felt a pang of irrational fear - something in Valeria’s expression, how she gazed at Imogen, made me feel terribly uncertain, as if she could cut the woman’s throat - and then instead she reached up with both hands, steadying Imogen’s head with one, and cut a quick, shallow gash off just above her left temple.

Blood welled and began to flow down the side of Imogen’s face.

“There,” said Valeria. “Lie down on your side like you fell.”

“No sense in risking my last lens,” said Imogen, taking off her spectacles and pocketing them. “Good luck, Noah. We’ll see you soon.”

“See you soon,” I said, stepping up and kissing her firmly. 

Imogen knelt, lay down, then went limp.

“Good luck,” said Valeria. 

Why had I thought she’d cut Imogen’s throat? Where had that come from? Some Tagimron-inspired voodoo?

I grasped Valeria by the nape of the neck, pulled her in and kissed her, hard. She tensed, surprised, then melted into my kiss.

“You too.” I moved to the side of the door. 

“I’ll shield you with Harmiel when the door opens,” said Imogen, tugging off her glove and then hiding her tattooed hand under her stomach. “Find Neveah and get out of here, fast. Harmiel won’t stand up to that much scrutiny for long.”

“Understood. Valeria?”

The amazon moved up beside the door. Hesitated, then lay down just off to the side, across from me. Reached up for the crossbar. “Ready?”

I gave a curt nod, and drank deep of Manipura’s blazing black sun. Felt my body harden with might, and lifted up off the ground an inch, effortlessly buoyant, a wild, crazed thought bursting through my fear: I can fucking fly!

Valeria tipped the battered crash bar up out of its brackets and yanked the door open. “He’s stealing the Cornucopia!” she screamed, falling over onto her side. “Stop him!”

The door blew inward with such force a storm giant could have kicked it. Levenbolts, fireballs, spears of sizzling shadows and gobbets of hissing acid poured through the doorway like a deluge of death, and I barely avoided being crushed by the iron door as I soared up, ceiling height.

I couldn’t feel Harmiel on me - was it active? No time. No doubt. I trusted Imogen with my life and soul.

A deep breath, and flying horizontal, I dipped into full view of the room behind, under the doorframe’s upper lip, and up to the processing floor ceiling.

Maybe one of the most terrifying things I’d done yet. The dozen or so guards were standing in a phalanx a dozen yards from the doorway, their overlapping wards affording them an impenetrable protection, their palms and weapons raised as they unleashed hell. So hot and lethal was the stream of magic being hurled under me that I felt my skin burn, my clothing char, my stomach try to invert itself as terrible spells flew by perhaps an inch below me. The sound was tremendous, the fury endless, and I reeled and flew away.

Nobody tracked me.

At least, I thought nobody did, but a voice rang out, sharp and alarmed, coming from the Jessica Rabbit crimson-haired vixen of impossibly voluptuous proportions. “Up there? Idiots, he’s flying - there, along the ceiling!”

And she swung her palm around and unleashed a gout of fire so intense it could have come from the gullet of a red dragon.

I bit back a scream as I barrel rolled away, losing height and nearly all concentration, holding on desperately to Manipura’s power. Skin aching across my face and hands, the smell of burned hair in my nostrils, I leveled out and speared across the processing plant floor, leaving confusion in my wake as others tried to catch sight of me, shouts of excitement and frustration competing with the eldritch blasts.

Neveah - where the hell - there!

Crouched in the shadows of some crates, her blade missing, I barely made her out. A shadow with definite outlines. No thought, no time - I swooped past her, letting the C-Machine slip from my fingers moments before a levenbolt exploded just to my left, tendrils reaching out from the main branch to play over me, enervating me, causing my muscles to spasm. 

Only Manipura’s power kept me aloft - what allowed me to fly was my mind, my magic, not my body, so even as I screamed through clenched teeth I threw myself toward a shuttered window, pushing myself as fast as I could, hurling myself with everything I had.

I turned a shoulder at the last moment. Slammed into the slats and exploded through them into the gray-aired shaft beyond. 

Shouts trailed me out. I pulled up, trying to avoid the far wall, but slammed into it anyway with bone jarring force. Skidded up its rough concrete side, slamming into random poles and abandoned clotheslines. The lockjaw from the levenbolt abated and I let out a sobbing cry of pain and shock, my whole body shaking, and turned to gaze at the window below.

Three figures flew out after me.

Fuck. 

A deep breath, I looked up, and hurled myself toward the invisible sky. The buildings here leaned ever closer toward each other, sagging into a dark nexus point above me. Was I trapped? Was there no way above? I’d fight my pursuers if I had to, but if they were as tough as Des and Charles -

A sixth sense, a scream of intuition, and I hurled myself aside, slamming into a wall again, shattering window ledges, random rods, digging a violent channel up its length as tile and concrete dust exploded about me, a levenbolt flashing by where I’d been but a second ago.

I pulled away, opened myself to more of Manipura’s might, painfully aware of how quickly I tended to go through its reserves, I speared ever up, the walls drawing closer, ever closer. Pulled Shard free of its scabbard, let it trail behind me like a tail, and forced a flash of golden light blindly into my wake.

The shaft was now more of a chute, near pitch-dark. I crossed my free arm before me, turned my face away, and plowed on up, smashing through debris, random architectural features. 

Shard poured an unending tail of golden fire behind me.

A jarring impact across my shoulder. Probably would have broken my clavicle without Manipura. I smashed through. 

The pain began to grow, the walls so close now I was scraping against them on both sides, smashing through an endless thicket of detritus and crap, screaming as I thrust myself ever higher, terrified the walls would simply close and I’d wedge myself deep into this hellish crack, that I’d grow trapped, claustrophobia grabbing me by the throat, the fear fueling my ascent, so that I rose like a freight train smashing through an abandoned station, plowing through every obstacle, clothing tearing, flesh lacerating -

And then I burst through, burst out into the open air. The building to my right simply ending, a quick flash of its broad, jungle-like rooftop, and I fell away from the other wall, into the open air, the foggy, noxious skies of Tagimron.

Deep, painful inhalations, relief like a deluge of ice water, turning, spinning about to gaze below and wait for someone to follow after, to fly out of that chute between the two buildings.

Nobody did. Not immediately, at any rate, and I wasn’t going to hover here waiting. 

I cast around desperately for somewhere to hide, and for the first time took in the skyscape of Tagimron. It was at once huge and tiny; huge for being an endless swarm of gray blocks, more densely packed than anything I’d ever seen, an uneven playing field of rooftops and chasms, lit here and there by lanterns or trash fires, the skies smothered by smog and clouds. And yet tiny when I realized this was all there was - no land beyond this city, no world. Nothing like Ghogiel’s vastness. Just this urban nucleus, floating in the void, trapped in its own pocket dimension of misery, distrust and horror.

I shook myself free of my stupor. Most of Tagimron lay before me, but a good number of towers yet soared higher. I climbed, not sure why, Shard pressed against my leg, blood flowing into my vision; climbed to the top of the closest tower, another thirty floors, traversed faster than I thought possible, and then cut over its top to fall, gasping, wracked by pain, onto its roof.

Crash-landed, more like. Flew into a leather tarp, which wrapped around me as I plunged into what felt like a wall of crates, wood snapping and shattering around me, to hit hard floor, roll, and fetch up against a wall.

I lay there blinking. For a moment I couldn’t figure out what had happened. Where I was. A small outhouse rose above me, made of cinderblocks or the like, a tiny room atop the expanse of roof. 

Clucking. 

A chicken hopped up atop a broken crate - no, cage - beside me, fluffed its black and white feathers, and cocked its head to one side, training one beady eye on me.

“A chicken,” I said.

“What have you done!” The voice of a young woman, raised in horror and frustration. She came rushing up, froze as she stared in horror at the wreckage I’d caused, cat mask turning from side to side, as if unsure as to where to begin fixing the disaster.

For all my pain and stupefaction, it was nice to just lie there half-wrapped in leather tarp and blood and fragments of wood and watch her. She was dreamy, insofar as she was very improbable in her mask and scanty overalls, and perhaps was a figment of my imagination, but if so, my mind was getting a little weird, because why would a cat girl tend to chickens?

“No – no, no, no!” Her voice was soft, and even in desperation there was something cute about it, like she didn’t really mean, wasn’t truly upset at my smashing into her chicken coop or whatever it was. She stepped forward and clasped the chicken perched before me, turned seeking somewhere to put it, then moved to some crates - cages? That I’d not destroyed, unlatched a door, and shoved the bird inside with two others.

I really wanted to see what she looked like under the mask, which was a stylized, fanciful white mask of a cat, enigmatic of expression and at odds with her youthful energy. Black hair flowed down over her bare shoulders. Actually, she was showing a lot of skin. Overalls with slender straps, the front portion hanging low over her chest, so that I could see the swell of her breasts quite plainly. Not large, her breasts. But all the more beguiling for being so nearly visible. 

She ignored me altogether, darting here and there as she collected her chickens, putting them away, pausing to press the base of her palm to her temple as she considered the mess, and finally turned to glare at me.

I couldn’t see the glare, but it felt like a glare.

“So, you’re a chicken farmer,” I said, not having moved since I’d crashed down upon the roof.

“I am, or was, or - I can’t quite decide, given how you’ve ruined my setup.” Again, her voice was mock furious, as if she were either too polite to really display anger or actually found the situation amusing. “Of all the rooftops in Tagimron, why did you have to crash down - oh. You’re hurt.”

“Probably.” I tried to shift myself about, felt pain flare from my burned skin, the numerous contusions and cuts. My head was ringing and my thoughts felt distant.

She crouched down beside me, pulled a board away, then drew a curved knife and without hesitation slit the length of leather tarp, peeling it away so that it no longer wrapped quite so tightly about me. “Can you feel your legs?”

I tried wiggling my toes. “I think so?”

“Here,” she said, sliding an arm under me and helping me sit up. She smelled nice, her hair swinging down to brush my cheek, her strength surprising given how slender she was. 

“Ah, there it is,” I said.

She sat back on her heels, nervous. “What is?”

“The pain.” I winced. “It’s always better to feel pain than numbness.”

“You’ve… you’ve been in a lot of pain?”

“Off and on,” I said, reaching down for my left leg. Which… was bent funny at the knee. “That’s not good.”

“No.” She considered it as well. “I’ll, ah, straighten it out?”

I wanted to say no, to tell her to just leave it and me alone, but then sighed. “Might as well.”

She wrapped both hands under the heel of my boot and gently lifted, swung it down and into place.

Bullets of sweat broke out across my brow and I nearly bit my tongue off. Everything felt loose and liquid and twisty in the joint in a way that terrified me. All I could think was: how the fuck we supposed to escape this place if my knee’s ruined?

“I’m sorry,” said the girl, and actually sounded apologetic.

“For what?” It was more a gasp than anything else as I mastered the pain. “I’m the one who landed in your chicken coop.”

“I mean, I’m not apologizing for your being hurt, I’m being sympathetic to your pain. Is… is anything else broken?”

“I don’t think so.” But she was right. It was time to check. Hands were fine, not too much pain when I inhaled - ah, wait a second. “Stabbing pain in my left side.”

I tried to fumble at my cloak which was wrapped around me, but was unable to pull it free.

“Here,” she said, and leaned in, hands tugging at my cloak. I couldn’t help it. I had a near unparalleled view down the front of her overalls, right down her cleavage. She was wearing a white wrap beneath it, however, and I was glad. Made me feel like less of a perv. I closed my eyes.

“That’s not good either,” she said.

“Hmm?” 

“You’ve, um, got a large piece of wood stuck in you.”

I forced my eyes open. I was feeling more dazed by the moment, instead of less. Looked down. My side was gummy with blood, and there indeed was a shard of wood two fingers thick stuck between my ribs.”

“What’ve I got in there?” My voice sounded a little fuzzy to my own ears. “That… my liver?”

“Depends how long that piece of wood is,” she said, sitting back on her heels. Her cat mask betrayed none of her anxiety, gazing at me with its cool, detached expression as before. “I was going to go for help, but I don’t think you have time.”

“Wait, you think I’m dying?” I tried to sit up. “Just a bad knee and… well. A lot of blood. And a stick in my side.”

“It’s a lot of blood.” She sounded very apologetic again. It was really hard to focus now. I wanted to touch the smooth skin of her shoulders. Peer under her mask.

“It’s all right,” I said. It seemed like the right thing to say. “I’m… I’ve some friends… if you could tell them I’m sorry…”

She reached her fingers under her mask as if tapping her lips, then pushed her shoulders back. “No, I’ll take care of this myself.”

I closed my eyes. There was a rushing sound in my ears, as if a waterfall were drawing close. The pain was receding quickly. Where were those owl eyes? I searched for them, but they didn’t come. I should dip into my reservoir. Try to connect with Imogen, with Brielle. Tell them… tell them something. 

My thoughts were like marbles on a tilting plane, swirling about, defying my attempt to grasp them. The warmth was beguiling. Why was I feeling warm? Didn’t people feel warm before they died of hypothermia? Or was that hyperthermia?

But I wasn’t in the snow.

Things slipped away for a moment, and I simply lay there, drifting like a drunk man in someone else’s pool at five in the morning when everyone else has gone home. It felt good. 

But then the warmth intensified, turned to actual heat. Uncomfortable, really, as if someone had lit a small fire over my knee. I shifted, grimaced, but the pain intensified, and faster than I could account for felt like a knife wedged into the joint, prying bones apart.

I let out a cry, opened my eyes, saw the cat-masked girl kneeling by my side, hands over my knee. Panic, pain, and I grabbed her by the neck.

“Hey!” she cried out, and punched me in the throat.

It looked like a rabbit punch, but had enough force to knock me back, head cracking against the wall, throat on fire and leaving me unable to breathe. 

“Hey!” she said again, uncertainly, and then moved a hand to cover her cat mouth. “Oh! I’m sorry! Here, let me -”

And she reached out, brushed my neck with two long fingers. The pain flared - then died away, and was gone.

As was the pain in my knee. 

I swallowed, flexed my leg. It was completely healed.

“You can tap… Anahata?” My voice was as shaky as my certainty over the sanskara’s name.

The girl curled a long lock of hair behind her ear. “Kind of, yes. We should really see to that injury in your side though. It will hurt, I’m sorry.”

“Don’t apologize,” I said, closing my eyes again. “You’re saving my life.”

A rueful laugh. “I suppose I am. Here we go. Sorry!”

Pain. Like someone was pulling a mass of white-hot barbed wire out of me. I grit my teeth, didn’t cry out. Fought for control, and found it. Then the pain abated, faded away, leaving me shaking and bathed in a cold sheen of sweat.

“Are you all right?” A hand on my shoulder. “Stranger?”

“Better,” I said, forcing a smile. Opened my eyes again. “Thank you.”

“Oh, it’s nothing.” She sat back on her heels, glanced at the bloody chunk of wood in her hand, tossed it away. “You’ll need to eat a lot of good food to recover. You lost a lot of blood.”

“Right.” My eyes were closing as if by their own accord. “Sorry. Looks like… I think I might… take a nap.”

She said something. A sharp question. I felt her cool touch on my cheek, and then Shard being drawn, taken from me. 

But I’d suffered too much damage. Too many cuts and lacerations. Too much blood lost. I slumped back against the wall. The last thing I saw was her porcelain cat mask drawing closer, and then nothing.

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 

 I awoke with a start, hand going to my hip, panic grabbing me by the throat when I failed to find Shard. Sat up, tried to make out where I was in the gloom, a thick, scratchy blanket falling to my waist.

Realized I was naked.

Smell of bubbling food. Something savory, rich with meat and vegetables. I was lying in a cot. Inside a building? No. Still on the roof, or something akin to it - a shack? Cold came in through the cracks in the walls. Where was that girl? Memories came flooding back. A cat mask? She’d healed me?

I touched my side. Just a nub of scar tissue. Tested my knee: fine. But more than that - the countless cuts and injuries were also gone. A quick check of my forearms and shoulders found fine raised edges where new scar tissue had formed. 

Where was she? Where was Shard? Why the hell was I naked?

There, a faint glow: a bed of coals, visible but shedding no light. Also where the delicious smell was coming from. Pot of stew or meat soup? My mouth flooded with spit and my stomach cramped. 

A scrape, and a door swung open, the girl in her cat mask standing there, a tiny candle in hand. The light revealed her tall, lithesome frame, no longer clad in overalls but now a pair of leggings that revealed every curve along with a loose tunic that hung off one shoulder and was cut off to reveal her stomach.

She looked like some medieval ‘80s refugee coming back from a weird Halloween party. 

“Hey, hi there, you’re awake.” That same youthful voice, half enthusiasm, half wariness. “How are you feeling?”

“Good, thanks.” I felt just as wary.

She entered, shoved the door closed with her ass, and used the candle to light a half dozen others on shelves that ringed the shack. It was a tiny space. Just room for the bed in which I lay, a tiny corner kitchen, and a battered chest.

“You must be starving. I mean, I’m starving, so you must be famished. I’m not the world’s best cook, but I’ve been told my food’s not too bad. Would you like some?”

“Please,” I said. And watched as she moved to the black iron pot, pulled down a wooden bowl which she filled with stew. 

“Spoons,” she said. “Where did I - oh. Here we go! Enjoy. It’s hot. Please be careful.”

I took the bowl. It smelled insane. Chunks of braised meat, what might have been potatoes and carrots, thick broth. I tried a sip. Salty, flavored with cilantro or something like it. Just pure fucking heaven after a week or more of Unadeen’s crappy paste.

“This is real food,” I said around my second mouthful.

“You like it?” She cocked her head to one side, the gesture made surprisingly animalistic due to the cat mask. “Oh good! I was nervous. I thought I might have added too much salt.” And she moved to sit on the chest, fingers interlaced and resting between her knees.

I wanted nothing more than to devour my soup, but lowered my spoon. “My sword?”

“Yes! Here.” She hopped up, opened the chest, pulled out Shard and set it next to me on the bed. Sat once more. “I’m sorry. I studied it some while you were asleep. It’s not a normal sword, is it?”

“No,” I said, resisting the urge to pat it. “It’s not. Thank you.” And ladled another spoonful into my mouth.

“I’m not an expert at these kinds of things - my forte is with the green path and healing, but I was fascinated by your sword. If it’s not rude for me to say so? I mean, it’s got all kinds of resonances going on. Made me feel like I was standing between two mirrors, if that makes any sense.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, maybe pulled into apologizing by her own tendency to do so. “But who are you?”

“Me?” She put a hand to her chest. “Oh! I go by Little Meow. It’s not my real name, of course, but real names have power. This is my home. Um. I suppose the whole rooftop is? My domain, I guess. Can I ask who you are?”

“Noah Kilmartin,” I said. 

“Some guys flew up while you slept. Said they were looking for you. I lied and said I’d not seen you. They decided not to press the issue. Um. I’d ask what you did, but I’m not sure I want to know.”

She faced down two Final Skulls enforcers? I mulled that over as I chewed. A question occurred to me: “The whole roof is yours? You don’t belong to one of the five factions?”

“Oh no, I don’t go for that kind of thing,” she said, squirming a little. “Though people have tried to recruit me, you know? Made it sound like there’s no choice in the matter. But I don’t like being told what to do. I can be pretty tough! They’ve mostly left me alone.”

“And you use the green path to grow food up here? Without sunlight?”

Little Meow curled a strand of hair around her finger. “It’s pretty hard, yeah. But I’m doing my best. With enough love you can make almost anything grow anywhere.”

“I’m impressed,” I said around a mouthful of potatoes and meat. “And, like, the Final Skulls or whatever are really fine with your being up here?”

“People tend to underestimate me,” she said, amusement in her voice. “I mean, I seem the innocent type, but like I said, I’m kinda tough. I guess they’ve decided I’m not worth the effort. What about you? Are you with a faction?”

“No,” I said. “My friends and I just got into town, and are hoping to leave soon.”

“Leave? That will be tricky. I don’t think anyone has? All the portals have been taken apart.”

“Right. Yeah, we’re working on it.” I finished the bowl. “Um. Could I have some more?”

“Of course!” She sounded delighted, hopped up and turned back to the pot, bending over and giving me a perfect view of her leggings-hugged rear. Turned, handed me the bowl, and sat back down. 

We ate in silence. I tried not to think of her undressing me, her hands on my wounds.

“So, you should be totally healed,” she said, “and just very hungry. A few more bowls of that and you should be feeling good as new.”

“Thanks,” I said. “What do I owe you for this?”

“Oh, you don’t owe me anything,” she said, sounding surprised. 

“But I wrecked your chicken coop. And this food isn’t cheap, right?”

“Well, no.”

“So…?”

“I’m just happy to have helped. It’s a pretty mean world out there, you know? So doing one good deed a day makes me feel like I’m helping fight the good fight.”

“Sure,” I said. “I don’t think I’ve met anyone like you in forever, Little Meow.”

“Aw, thank you! Wait. That’s a compliment, right?”

“For sure.” I polished off the bowl of food and handed it back to her. “This almost doesn’t feel real.”

“That good, huh? Well, good things happen to good people sometimes. It’s not common, but it does happen. And I’ve learned to trust my instincts, and when I saw you, they told me to help you out. So. It’s all good.”

I took the third bowl, ate it slowly, enjoying the flavors more now, and considered her. She watched me back, resuming her seat on the chest, hiking one foot up so the sole was flush with the inside of her thigh. 

“What are you thinking?” she asked.

“I’m just curious. About you, your living up here all by yourself. Have you been in Tagimron long?”

“A couple of years now. It’s not so bad. It was worse when I first got here, but I’ve been working hard to make things better, you know? Small acts. They go a long way, even when you think they’re not appreciated. People are pretty friendly and appreciative now. It’s nice.”

“And if you could get out of here? Would you go?”

She cocked her head to one side again, candlelight sliding liquidly down the porcelain surface of her cat mask. “You inviting me to go with you?”

“Oh - I mean, that’s not what I meant -”

“I’m sorry! I didn’t mean to put you on the spot -”

“- not that I’m saying you couldn’t come but -”

“I wouldn’t assume you were! I was just trying to -”

“I mean -”

“I’m sorry!”

We sat there in silence for a moment, and then she laughed, hand going to cover her mask’s mouth again. 

I laughed as well. I couldn’t help it. Her laughter was so light and infectious. 

“I don’t know,” she said, voice still mirthful. “I don’t have a generalized answer to that one. Would depend on the circumstances.”

“Right.” I set the empty bowl aside. “Well, thank you. For everything. I guess I was starting to get pretty cynical. Thinking everything in this world was bad. You’ve restored my faith in humanity, Little Meow.”

“Aww! That’s so sweet of you to say. And it was my pleasure. It’s not every day such a gorgeous guy literally drops out of the sky.” 

Gorgeous guy?

I guess I was getting pretty ripped? But - 

“Oh, I’m sorry! That was too forward of me. I meant, it was very nice to meet you.”

I rubbed the back of my head and gave her a rueful smile. “Not a problem. Thank you. I’ve no problem being complimented by a girl like yourself.” 

“Aww! You really are the sweetest. Thank you, Noah. Um. I should probably step outside so you can get dressed. I’m afraid I didn’t clean your clothes.”

“That’s fine. I wouldn’t have expected you to.”

She stood. “They’re here in the chest. Come out when you’re ready?”

“Sure,” I said, and watched as she let herself out. Something about her. I was fascinated. She seemed almost naive, but to have fended off the Final Skulls? And the way she’d punched me square in the throat when I’d gone for her in panic - she knew how to handle herself. 

Musing, wondering, I got up, got dressed, and belted Shard to my hip. Took a deep breath, looked around the tiny shack one last time, and then pushed open the door and stepped outside.

It was darker than before, the cloud cover near total. The wondrous sight of Tagimron stretching out beyond the edge of the flat roof was mesmerizing - dozens if not hundreds of small fires burned atop the buildings, surrounded by tiny figures, some of whom danced to distant and tinny music. A different world atop these buildings. With untold hundreds of thousands buried beneath their feet in the endless, cramped rooms below.

Little Meow was waiting for me, leaning against the shack’s wall, arms crossed under her chest. She pushed off and stepped up to me, newly hesitant and nervous.

“Um, Noah?”

“Yes?” Was she going to ask to come with us?

“I’ve decided to be honest.”

“Oh?”

“There is something I’d like to ask for. But it might sound a little weird, so if it is, just say no, all right?”

“Sure,” I said.

She scuffed the edge of her boot on the ground, looked down then away. “Um. It’s kind of awkward to just ask, but. Well. Before you go, um.”

“Yeah?”

“Well.” Her voice had gotten very small. “This seemed so much easier to say when I was practicing in my head. Um.”

“Little Meow?” I stepped up and touched her arm. “What is it? You saved my life. I’m happy to help with some favor.”

“Um. Well. OK.” She took a deep breath, chest rising dramatically, then looked up to meet my eyes, her own gleaming within the eyeholes of the cat mask. “Could I have a kiss before you go?”

“A kiss?”

“I’m sorry! That was so totally out of line! Was that too weird? I mean, it’s just that you’re such a good-looking guy, and it gets pretty lonely up here watering plants and tending to chickens -”

“Sure,” I said. Was there some reason not to? Some form of corruption I was opening myself to? Was this all some elaborate trap of Lilith’s or the Enigma? 

If it was, I couldn’t see the angle at all.

“Oh. Oh! Um. Could you close your eyes?”

“Why do you hide your face?”

“I know it’s a bit weird. But it’s a security thing, you know? Some of the more advanced sanskaras like Oneiromancy can’t locate you without your real name or a sense of your face.”

“Oh,” I said. “I didn’t know, but I guess that makes sense. Well… sure.”

She stepped in close. How old was she? It was hard to tell. Twenty? Eighteen? She placed her hands on my shoulders. Hesitated.

I closed my eyes, almost flinched when she placed her hand gently over them. I could smell the earth from her fingertips, a clean, organic smell. Felt her lean in, the sound of her mask moving back and over her hair. 

Felt her chest press against my own. Her lips a fraction from mine. Her smell, beyond that of the earth, feminine and something like vanilla. Her weight shifted, the pressure of her hand against my eyes as she rose to her tiptoes, and then her lips brushed my own.

Not an artless kiss, but a fleeting touch, a faint taste, and I felt regret - was that all she was going to go for?

And then she leaned in, breasts pressing fully against me, hand still over my eyes, and kissed me soundly. Her lips soft and full, her face turning to one side as she kissed the shit out of me, her tongue slipping through my lips to dart and tease against mine, her taste heavenly, her body long and sensual against my own, our kiss deep, intimate, the passionate embrace of lovers -

But then she stepped back, hand falling away from my eyes, which I opened to see that she’d pulled her mask back down, its inscrutable expression completely at odds with what I’d just felt.

“Wow,” I whispered.

“Um, sorry, was that too forward of me?”

“No! I mean, I don’t know what I mean.” I could still taste her lips, feel the warmth of her body, firm in some places, soft and rounded in others, pressed against my own. I wanted so badly to see her face, to feel her press herself against me once more, but curbed that impulse. “Thank you again, Little Meow. I’ll never forget that you saved my life.”

She cocked her head to one side and mimicked a curtsy, dipping down and spreading imaginary skirts. “My pleasure, Noah.”

My thoughts were still whirling from that blast of passion. That kiss had been that of a woman who knew exactly what she wanted. The contrast with her way of speaking, her hesitant manner - I couldn’t help but wonder what she’d be like in bed. 

Fuck.

“Well, the way out is through there,” she said, pointing at the small outhouse-like building. “But it’s a long way down to the ground.”

“Thanks, but I think I’ll fly.” Man, I loved being able to say that. “See you around, Little Meow.”

She raised her hand and gave a little wave.

I turned, took a couple of steps, and tapped Manipura. My reserves still felt a little low, but sufficiently recovered to get me to the ground. I rose, lifted and dipped over the building’s edge, turning at the last to catch a final glimpse of Little Meow, who stood there, one hand crossed over her stomach to hold the other elbow, head cocked to one side, and then she was gone and I turned my descent into a dive, skimming down the side of the building, ever faster into the heart of Tagimron, looking for a break in the buildings that were rushing up to meet me so that I could navigate my way back down to the ground and from there to Unadeen’s market.

 

* * *

 

It took me about an hour to navigate my way back, and when I finally stepped out amongst the stalls, I felt at once a palpable sense of relief and nervousness. How assiduous were the Final Skulls being in their pursuit? I pulled my hood over my head and began making my way to the stairwell on the market’s far side.

“Braised rat?” asked a skinny urchin, skipping alongside me and pointing at the skewered chunks of flesh on his tray. “Fresh this morning, promise! Special sauce and everything.”

“Special sauce?” And like that I was grateful all over again for Little Meow’s hospitality. “Thanks, but I’ll pass.”

“But it’s really, really good! So fresh you’ll swear you can feel the meat wriggling as your swallow it down.”

“Thanks, but no, kid.” I tugged my hood a little further down. “Not interested.”

The kid fell behind. “But Noah, these rats are so fresh you can still taste them bleeding.”

I stopped. Slowly turned. The kid winked at me.

“You,” I said.

The kid put a hand to his chest and adopted a wholly alien expression of demure surprise. “Me?”

“How’s it feel, hmm? Knowing we succeeded despite your interference.”

The kid waved his hand dismissively. “Oh come, my dear boy. This isn’t Ghogiel, and you’re no longer wet behind the ears. If you couldn’t handle a group of second-rate hoodlums I’d be disappointed. No, I was just making things interesting for you. For us all!”

“Sure you were.” I stepped back up to him and stared down into his bony, half-starved face. “I’m going to keep things interesting. Right up till I find a way to cut your throat.”

“Ooh, he’s flirting!” The street kid let out a titter. “I do so love me an empty threat. But now that you’ve acquired yourself a C-Machine - such a cute name, by the way - things are going to get really interesting. How well are you ready to get to know your companions?”

“Better than you can imagine.” I felt nothing but cold distaste as I stared into the boy’s dead eyes. “How does it feel to be you, Enigma? All alone. Disdainful, pathetic, watching the world through other people’s eyes? No friends, no love, nothing but your shallow wit and childish games to amuse you through your hellish eternity? Hmm? What’s behind that stupid smile? A little pain? A little jealousy?”

The kid’s face grew hard.

“You see the love I have for my companions,” I continued. “And you know you’ll never taste a millionth of that. Never feel anything but wriggling worms of envy and self-loathing. Am I right?”

“Ooh, he’s pulling out the knives. A little armchair philosophy, a little college-level psychology. Devastating attack! Poor Elegiac Enigma is undone! I shall retreat to my worthless lair and their weep bitter tears as I pour over my old high school yearbook, lamenting all the hot girls I didn’t get to fuck and all the buddies I lost track of over the years.”

His smile returned like a carved wound, the boy’s bony features taking on a cast of unchecked menace. “Oh no. I’ve miles and miles of amusement before me, and your journey in Tagimron is just getting started. Have you turned any of those leaden circles to gold? No? Then the process must begin, and oh, how delightful it shall prove. There’s so much I could tell you about your companions, but ah! How much better shall it be for you to discover it in person! Minds shall fracture, hearts will break, and when all is said and done, I’ll dance upon the ashes of your love! Oh dear, dear Noah, we are going to have such gladsome times, you and I!”

I looked around, sniffed as I thumbed the side of my nose, then gave the kid a nod. “See you around, Enigma.” 

“Oh, you will, dear boy!” The kid pitched his voice to carry as I walked away. “Victor ain’t got shit on the goods I can deliver! Just you wait, my beamish boy! I’m going to lower buckets into the wells of your souls and raise up all the steaming black shit you’ve been trying to hide from each other all this time!”

I gave him the middle finger over my shoulder without looking back, rounded a stall, and finally saw the broad stairwell leading down into the depths.

Heart racing, eager to see my companions once more, I skipped down the steps, and again, down and down to the third sublevel, then hurried along the tunnels, using Shard to illuminate my path.

And only now that I drew close did doubts assail me: were my companions all waiting for me in those designated rooms? Had everyone made it? Brielle and Emma were no doubt safe, but Valeria? Imogen? Had Neveah made it out unseen? Were they wounded? And my gratitude to Little Meow redoubled again as I thought how I could now take any of my injured companions to her rooftop garden for miraculous healing.

The final stretch of corridor, a turn, the iron door at last. I banged Shard’s pommel upon it, stepped back, heart in my throat.

Dim voices, the scrape of furniture being moved aside, then the door swung open and Emma was there, tears in her eyes, and she threw herself at me, enveloping me in a tight hug, face in my neck.

“Noah!” Imogen’s voice, her joy heartbreaking to hear, and the others were around me, hugging me, forming a knot that pushed me back. Flashes of Brielle’s wide smile, Valeria’s grin. I laughed, tried to hold my ground, staggered back, and with a cry we all crashed to the ground, girls giggling and pushing around me, everyone but Neveah who leaned against the doorframe, arms crossed, a contemplative smile on her otherwise stoic features.

“You bastard!” cried Brielle, and punched me in the gut, hard. “You heartless fucking monster!”

“What?” I tried to roll away, but was trapped by Valeria and Emma. “Hey!”

“Letting us think you were dead, where have you been?” Brielle sat up, blew a lock of crimson hair out of her face, scowled at me. “It’s been hours since the heist, and you’re not even hurt!”

“I knew he wasn’t dead,” said Imogen, reaching up to kiss my cheek before laying her head on the hollow of my shoulder. “Told you. I could sense his reservoir beyond my own.”

“Well, same,” said Brielle. “But still! Where were you? Don’t tell me you were distracted by some gorgeous woman.”

“Actually,” I said, and then laughed and raised my only free arm to fend off her blows. “Hey! Stop!”

“You did!” Brielle leaped to her feet. “Ladies, I say we cast him out and make him sleep in the dark as penance!”

“I was injured!” I struggled to sit, Valeria and Emma wriggling off me as I did so. “Mortal wounds, no joke Diet Coke.”

“No joke Diet Coke?” asked Valeria, brow furrowed.

“Stupid expression from our world,” said Emma.

“Seriously, though. I escaped pursuit and - wait, the C-Machine! Tell me - is it -?”

“Inside,” said Neveah, voice cool, the corner of her lips still turned into the slightest of smiles. “All safe.”

“Thank the Source,” I said, flopping back as relief flooded through me. 

“It was touch and go,” said Imogen, moving her head back onto my shoulder. “Neveah was seen and chased into the shaft. She handed the C-Machine off to Emma while Brielle danced, and then led pursuit after her down the shaft as planned. Emma put the C-Machine in the lead case, and together she and Brielle made their way here.”

“And you two?” I asked.

“Tricky. I thought they were going to kill us for a second there, but Charles made all the difference. He backed up our story, and his reputation as one of the most elite Skulls swayed them. But it was all so chaotic we were able to slip away soon after.”

“So we got it. We actually stole a C-Machine.” I said the words to make it real in my own mind. “Amazing.”

“Amazing is right,” said Brielle. “I still can’t believe my role in all this was to dance in front of a bunch of drunken fools.”

“It was a perfectly adequate dance,” said Emma, expression mock-serious. “You should feel proud.”

“Hey!” Brielle cast around for something to throw at her. “I had them howling!”

“Yes, but why were they howling, hmm?” Emma assumed a mock-innocent expression as she tapped the side of her nose. “Worth asking, that.”

“You little -” Brielle laughed and went to pull off her boot.

“Children,” said Valeria, tone mock admonishing.

“We need to fucking celebrate,” I said. “We got any wine? Wait, how safe are we down here?”

“Not safe enough,” said Imogen, hand stealing across my chest. It felt so good to have her there, to smell her hair. “We’ve only remained here since this was our agreed rendezvous with you. But we should move to avoid any chance of detection.”

“Yes,” said Neveah. “I’ve been scouting. I think I’ve found an adequate place.”

“Then let’s go,” I said. We all climbed to our feet and waited as Valeria fetched the lead case. Grabbed our packs, and set off after Neveah, who led us down a maze of hallways and down to separate flights of stairs.

While we walked I told them about my flight from the enemy and Little Meow, how she’d healed me, her rooftop garden, and how she’d rebuffed the Final Skulls.

“Wait,” said Imogen, turning to stare at me. “She’s growing food from… nothing?”

“Well, not nothing,” I said. “I mean, she’s probably using the chicken poop as fertilizer, and, um…”

“And she’s holding the entire rooftop as her own?” Imogen shook her head in amazement. “That’s… astonishing. She must be truly powerful.”

I thought of her youthful mien, her hesitations and apologies, her passionate kiss. “Yeah, she was, um, something all right.”

Brielle glanced carelessly over her shoulder at me. “At least you didn’t sleep with her, right?”

“No!” My response was perhaps louder than it should have been. 

“You sure?” Brielle turned so that she walked backwards before me, eyes narrowed. “Nothing happened between you two?”

“By the Source, Brielle,” said Valeria. “Can you stop with your suspicions for just a minute?”

“Nothing serious happened between us,” I said. “I swear it.”

“Umhmm,” said Brielle, her smoky gray eyes narrowing. “Very well.”

“Damn,” I said, rolling my eyes. “You’d think I’d have earned a little trust by now.”

Brielle dropped back, took my hand in hers, and kissed my cheek. “You’re getting there.”

“What else I got to do?”

She squeezed my hand. “I’ll tell you later.”

“Jeez,” said Emma, and it was her turn to roll her eyes. “Get a room, you two.”

“That’s the plan,” said Brielle with utmost satisfaction. 

And to my shock Imogen took my other hand, displaying no jealousy or resentment over Brielle being right there on my other side. 

And my heart swelled to the point of bursting, as memories of love came crashing through me again. What Brielle and I had been through, that moment of cosmic purity I’d shared with Imogen. I don’t think I could have been any happier - right up till I caught Valeria’s expression as she glanced back at us. 

And looked away.

I grimaced. Well, shit.

But then Imogen squeezed my hand and beamed up at me, and I felt Brielle’s hand goose my ass, and I couldn’t help but laugh, thrilled at our success, at how things were going, at having defeated the Enigma and the chance to get out of this hellish sphere. 

How Neveah had found the place she led us to I couldn’t begin to guess. It only took ten or so minutes to walk through, but it wasn’t the distance that impressed me: I’d never have seen the portal that led into the small network of rooms if I’d been walking down the tunnel myself. The entrance was a circular door with an iron wheel set in its center, recessed and lost in the shadows.

Neveah stepped forth, spun the wheel with some effort, and then pushed the door open so that it swung inward on its one massive hinge.

“How…” Emma shook her head. “How did you ever find this?”

“My powers are coming back to me,” said Neveah quietly. “Some initial levels of geomancy, at any rate.”

That was right. Neveah had been the most talented mage in Bastion when she was picked by her first Savior. So easy to forget, to think of her as nothing more than an utterly lethal shadow assassin.

“Muladhara as well, then,” said Imogen.

Neveah nodded. 

Imogen’s voice was studiously neutral. “You’ve been manifesting shadow magic for some time.”

“Yes.”

“Obvious, when you think about it,” said Brielle. “Your amazing ability to sneak around.”

Neveah shrugged one shoulder.

“Why didn’t you tell us?” I asked.

She looked away. “I was worried… that you’d grow concerned.”

An image, vivid as if I’d seen it a moment ago: Neveah chained in Bastion’s dungeons, body wasted and abused, hair lank and greasy, trapped for fear of the evil she might carry in her, the consequences of Lilith’s ministrations.

The fear that Lilith had done more to her than simply wipe her memory.

“You shouldn’t have worried,” I said. “We trust you.”

“You shouldn’t,” she said, turning back to me, voice sad. “After all, Ilandro did, too.”

And I didn’t know what to say to that.

Neveah led us inside. There was a central hall, larger than a corridor, that ran past six doors, three on each side, and opened up into a circular chamber whose walls were lined in dust-laden pipes. 

“What was this place?” asked Emma, turning in a circle as she stepped into the final chamber.

“Some kind of administration center,” said Valeria, raising her lantern and moving toward the wall where a broad bank of dials and controls stood. “I’d guess.”

“Hey, these rooms have beds in them!” Imogen stuck her head out of one of the six doors in the hallway. “This is perfect!”

“It’s why I picked it,” said Neveah. 

“Any escape routes?” asked Valeria.

“No,” said Neveah.

“Hmm. Not ideal.”

“This is great, Neveah. Thank you.” I squeezed her shoulder, though the gesture didn’t exactly feel natural. “So! Let’s take a look at the C-Machine, then get down to the hard business of celebrating our victory. Yeah?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, unshouldering her pack and letting it clunk down onto a side table. “By the Source, that’s heavy.”

We pulled out the case and carefully opened its lid. Valeria reached in and drew out the gleaming gold cube. Its surface looked slick with moisture, so smooth that you’d think it freshly cast. 

“No scratches,” said Emma, leaning down to peer at it. “No nicks or dents or anything.”

“It’s a true artifact,” said Imogen. “The interface I pulled it out of was a work of sublime genius. Or madness. Wires and connections that disappeared just before touching its surface. Whomever made those food production things was powerful beyond my reckoning.”

Brielle frowned down at it. “But how do we use it to get rid of these circles?”

“I’ve no idea,” said Imogen. “Yet. I’m going to need time to analyze it. Feel out its magical properties. It… might take some time.”

“Time we’ve got,” I said. “For once. But I’m in serious need of a drink. Who’s coming with me to the market to buy something?”

“I’ll come,” said Emma. 

“As will I,” said Brielle. “I don’t trust you to buy the right drinks.”

“Then we’ll be back soon,” I said.

“Bring food!” Imogen turned to smile at me. “Something hot and salty. I’m starving and sick of our rations.”

“Deal.” I grinned at her. Felt again as if my chest were going to burst. Didn’t know what to do with myself, so headed toward the door. “Be right back!”

 

* * *

 

It was the weirdest, most wonderful thing in the world. Sitting in a circle around a lantern, pretending it was a campfire, the far reaches of the room’s circular, piped walls lost in shadow, everyone’s face brilliantly lit up. Like being at a high school camping trip, if I’d ever had the chance of getting invited to hang out with the most gorgeous girls in the world. Sitting there, buzzed, cup of weird cobra whisky in hand, I looked around at my companions, and felt a thrill.

Brielle was laughing, head thrown back, crimson hair framing her elegant, gorgeous face. Imogen had her chin cupped in the palm of her hand, the one remaining lens of her glasses catching the lantern light, endlessly twirling a braid about her fingers. Valeria was slowly spinning her cup around within her hands, a half-smile tugging at her lips, all easy predatory lethality. Emma was by my side, smiling at Brielle’s tale, looking effortless, young and beautiful, blonde hair in disarray, and even Neveah was having a drink, her cascading black hair flowing down over one shoulder as she slowly worked a section into a braid.

Maybe it was the booze, but I felt fucking privileged. Overjoyed. Overwhelmed. To have these women as my friends, my lovers, my truest companions. How many men in all of history had been so lucky?

Well.

Nine, I guess, at the very least. 

Still! It was a thrill to look from one face to the next and remember moments of intimacy. To think of what was yet to come. To relish their loyalty, their faith in me, their strength, their beauty, their power, their amazing awesomeness. 

And all of them bound to me.

Insanity.

I drained my cup and reached for the bottle. Empty. The withered cobra inside slid over as I tilted the bottle.

“Another?” asked Valeria, reaching for the bottle.

“Please.”

We all subsided into friendly silence as we watched Valeria economically open the bottle, stabbing down with the tip of her dagger to pop the cork out. She refilled everyone’s cups, which surprised me - I could have sworn Neveah or Valeria or someone would have begged off, pleading the wisdom of someone staying sober or something - and then I raised my cup in a toast.

“OK. Time for a rousing speech that will gladden your hearts and set your pulses to racing.”

“Oh god,” said Emma, slouching over, chin falling into her palm, cup still raised.

“Ladies. We just pulled off a wickedly difficult raid. We’ve got our C-Machine, and soon, without a doubt, Imogen will crack its mysteries and we’ll begin clearing the Enigma’s hurdles. I know we will. Together there’s nothing we can’t do. And for the first time I really get why the Source wants his Savior to have a team with him. Because with you guys I feel like I can do anything.”

“Here here!” said Imogen, sitting up a little straighter and blinking. The booze was clearly getting to her. 

Everyone was smiling. Even Brielle was giving me an unguarded grin.

“And you know?” I beamed at them. “I’m going to say it. I feel like we’re acing Tagimron so far. Ghogiel was a brutal, awful slog, and the things we saw and had to do - fucking insane. But Tagimron? It’s like visiting New York City in the ‘70s. Bad, but hardly the worst, you know? I think we’ve got the Enigma’s number, and are doing a good job of resisting his mind fuckery, and - I don’t know! I feel like we’re doing great. Like things are falling into place in our team. We’re coming together. Getting stronger. Better. More dangerous. I’ve got this really good feeling about what’s coming.”

“He didn’t just jinx us,” said Emma.

“He did,” said Valeria.

“I’m serious!” I raised my cup a little higher. “Together, we can’t be stopped.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen. “And you know I’ll have your back all the way to Malkuth and Lilith’s front door.”

“Same,” said Neveah.

“And my ax!” said Emma, and giggled, and I realized she was getting drunk fast, too.

Valeria gave her a quizzical smile, but then shook her head and raised her cup. “To Noah. To the victories that are coming our way.”

“You know, if you’d asked me in Bastion, I’d never have guessed things would turn out like this,” said Brielle. “In fact, I’d have -”

“Oh god,” said Valeria.

Brielle glared at her. “I’d have bet complete disaster. But, against all odds and expectations, we’re doing all right.”

“All right?” I asked.

“Not bad,” she countered.

“Pretty fucking good,” I said, grinning.

“All right. Pretty good.” And she beamed back at me, and the sight of Brielle’s unguarded smile, all walls and prickliness finally gone, near slayed my heart.

“Cheers!” said Imogen, and drained her cup in one pull.

“Cheers!” everyone said and drained their cups in turn, only for Valeria to reach out with her bottle and refill everyone’s cups.

This was dangerous. The Final Skulls were out there hunting us, but the thought of getting drunk with my companions was just too damn alluring.

The evening progressed. Emma told everybody about her plans to create a media company in New York City, and how a gray mongrel had blasted into our bus and near killed us both. Valeria recounted her trial by combat to enter her sisterhood of warriors, before Lilith’s forces darkened their skies, and how she’d bested this asshole who’d tormented her during all her years at the temple before an audience of thousands. Brielle allowed herself to be pestered by dozens of questions about what life as a princess was like, and gave everyone the impression that it was mostly a pain. Imogen tried telling us a bunch of magic-based puns that fell hilariously flat, which led to everyone telling the worst jokes they knew to everyone’s combined delight and disgust.

The light of the lantern began to die down. Nobody moved to change it. I started to catch speculative looks from Brielle and Imogen. Valeria, too. Emma leaned against me, propping her head on my shoulder. 

We finished the third bottle of cobra whisky. 

“You guys ever heard of truth or dare?” I asked, and then blinked. Where had that come from? 

“No?” asked Imogen. “What’s that?”

“Really, Noah?” Emma leaned away as if to bring me into perspective. “We’re on a quest to save the universe and you want to play truth or dare?”

“Explain,” demanded Brielle.

“It’s simple.” I took up one of the empty bottles. “I spin this, and whomever it points at when it stops has to pick to either tell a truth, or perform a dare. They then spin the bottle, and it keeps going.”

“It’s a kid’s game,” said Emma.

“I could see how it could be very adult,” said Imogen pensively. She brightened up. “I say we play!”

“Sure,” said Brielle. “If it means no more terrible jokes.”

Valeria was lying on her side by this point, and shrugged one shoulder. “Sure.” She sounded amused and languorous. “Never had much of a chance to play games.”

I looked across the circle to where Neveah had been mostly quiet, braiding her hair into thick plaits. “Neveah?”

Everybody looked over at her. Despite how much she’d had, her fingers wove her hair into yet another intricate braid without difficulty. “Sure.”

“Fine!” Emma rolled her eyes. “But I get to spin the bottle first.”

I laughed, half nervous, half delighted. “Go for it.”

Emma spun the bottle. We all watched in silence as it revolved, gleaming and flashing, and came to a stop pointing at Valeria. 

“Truth,” said the languid Amazon.

“All right. Um. What’s the weirdest place you’ve ever peed?”

“Wait, really?” Valeria leaned forward. “That’s your question?”

Emma nodded and gave her a ‘you’re shit out of luck’ expression. “’Fess up.”

“Damn. Weirdest place. Huh.” Valeria tapped her lips with her fingers. “I guess on this girl called Jephesta.”

“Wait, what?” I sat up, as did everyone else. “You peed on another girl?”

Valeria laughed. “We were in North Hephandor, high up in the mountains. Icy cold conditions. Snow a yard deep. Patrol duty, and we’d been marching through the night. When we finally got back to our patrol sled she squatted to take a piss of her own, and the flesh of her thigh stuck to the metal paneling that ran along the sled’s side.”

“Oh shit,” said Emma.

“Exactly what I said. Trying to pull her free would have torn her flesh clear off her leg, and I obviously couldn’t use the sled to go for help. So the only thing I could think to do was piss on her leg to unfreeze her from the metal.”

“And it worked?” asked Brielle, face contorted in disgust.

“It did.” Valeria laughed. “As you can imagine, we never spoke about it again.”

“Huh,” said Emma. “That I didn’t expect. Your turn to spin.”

Valeria took the bottle and spun it. It settled with the neck pointing right back at Emma. 

“What?” Emma laughed. “C’mon!”

“Truth or dare,” said Valeria, smiling without pity.

“Um. Truth.”

“Truth. All right.” Valeria lay back down. “Hmm.”

“Don’t be evil,” said Emma.

“No guarantees. Fine. Share an embarrassing secret thought you have about someone here.”

“What?” Emma blinked. “Like what kind of secret thought?”

Valeria shrugged. “On your honor, share the most embarrassing thing that comes to mind right away.” She snapped her fingers. “No thinking, share!”

“I - ah -” And Emma’s gaze slid over to Brielle. Who raised an eyebrow. “I really enjoyed watching Brielle dance.”

“Ha!” said Valeria.

“I wish I’d seen it!” said Imogen. “Must have been amazing!”

“You did, did you?” Brielle’s voice became a purr. “Naughty Emma.”

Who immediately blushed profusely. “I hate this game.”

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders and squeezed. “I don’t think you’re alone in appreciating that dance.”

“Look, she’s a really talented dancer,” protested Emma, pulling away.

“Uh huh,” said Brielle. “Then why are you blushing so much?”

“I’m not!” Emma blushed only more. “My turn.” The bottle spun and landed on Neveah. “Truth or dare?”

Neveah considered. “Dare.”

“Dare. Huh.” Emma considered. “Um.” The silence stretched out. “I can’t think of anything.”

I gave her a push. “C’mon, Emma!”

“Fine! Um. Promise not to cut my head off?”

“Maybe,” said Neveah.

Emma’s eyes widened. “Not reassuring.”

Neveah smiled her slight smile. “Fine. I promise.”

“OK. Um. I’m going to hold you to that. OK, I dare you to, ah…” Her gaze slid about our circle. “Um, pin Imogen to the floor and lick her neck.”

Neveah raised an eyebrow. Imogen turned to stare at Emma.

“What? Guys. This is what happens in games of truth or dare.” Emma grinned and took up her cup. “It’s actually been pretty tame thus far.”

“You’re opening a can of worms,” I said. “Not that I’m complaining, but -”

Neveah moved forward onto all fours. Valeria, who had leaned her head back to whisper something to Brielle, went quiet.

In complete silence we watched Neveah crawl over to where Imogen sat, her movements lithe and supple. It was like watching a cat stalk prey. That fixed intent.

“Um,” said Imogen, leaning back onto her arms. “Hello.”

Neveah reached out one hand to Imogen’s shoulder and pressed her back. Imogen didn’t resist, her French maid’s outfit rustling as she lowered to her elbows then flat onto her back.

Neveah moved over her. And hot damn if I couldn’t breathe. It was less a sexual moment that an utterly riveting one. I’d been wrong. Not a house cat. She was a black panther.

Neveah pressed her thumb under Imogen’s chin, pushed her head back and to the side, exposing a pale length of throat. Then, without qualm, without hesitation or any embarrassment, lowered her face and licked, trailing her tongue slowly from the bottom of Imogen’s neck to the hollow behind her ear.

Slowly. 

Deliberately. 

“There,” she said, voice low. One hand still holding Imogen pinned. And withdrew, sliding back to her spot, to resume sitting cross-legged.

“Um. Wow.” Imogen blinked, propped herself back up on her elbows, and swallowed. “That was, um. Intense.”

I had no words. I don’t think anybody else did, either. Neveah reached out, took hold of the bottle, and spun it.

It spun wickedly fast, as if she’d found a way to weaponize it, and then slowed, slowed, and stopped, pointing halfway between Brielle and Valeria.

“Brielle,” decided Neveah. “Truth or dare.”

“I’m not sure I’m up to a dare from you,” said Brielle. “So truth.

“Who was the first person you killed?”

“Oh c’mon,” protested Emma, voice just ever so slightly slurred. “I mean, I know sex and death go together, but that’s gonna ruin the mood.”

Brielle looked down at her hands. Frowned. “It’s a simple answer. A young man called Bessoin d’Aflaeme. He was a squire at our court. I was sixteen, and he thought to take advantage of me by climbing into my bed chamber. I suppose he’d taken the chivalric songs of pressing your attentions upon a maid too seriously. He clubbed my lady-in-waiting into unconsciousness and then sought to climb into bed with me. I stabbed him with the dagger my elder sister had warned me to always keep below my pillow.”

Valeria sat up. “Where did you stab him?”

“His stomach,” said Brielle. “It didn’t kill him immediately. He escaped back out the window, but died three days later of an infection while in prison.” She gave us all a brittle smile. “The young men were much more circumspect with me thereafter.”

“Wow,” I said. “Brielle, I’m sorry. That had to be hard.”

She shrugged. “I suppose. Now. My turn.” And she spun the bottle. Which went round and round, and ended up pointing to me.

“Hello,” I said.

“Truth or dare?”

Perhaps against my better judgement, I said, “Dare.”

Brielle stood up, perhaps just a little unsteadily, and gave the others what could only be described as a victorious smile. “Then follow me. This dare is private.”

“No fair,” protested Emma. “Dares are supposed to be public.”

Brielle paused, about to step past me, to glance down at her. “Do you want to come watch?”

“I - what? No!”

“Then don’t complain. Noah?” And she strode past, her hips mesmerizing as they moved from side to side, not looking back, to turn into the first room.

“Dare’s a dare,” I said, standing up.

“Three minutes,” said Valeria, “and then we’re going to launch a rescue mission.”

I laughed. “Wish me luck!”

Weird. Weird, weird, weird! I hurried after Brielle, knowing that four gorgeous women were watching me leave with mixed feelings. The booze was definitely getting to me. Everything felt warm and alive, my skin flushed, my vision slightly blurred around the edges, my balance just a little off. I reached the door, turned in, stopped.

In the ambient gloom I could just make out Brielle. She was shimmying out of her leggings, stepping out of one and then the other. Placed her foot up on a desk, spread her knee out wide, and slid her hand down over her pussy, cupping it, then working her fingers slowly back and forth.

“Close the door.”

My throat was dry. “That part of the dare?”

“You want the others to hear?”

I closed the door. The darkness was near total, her body but a vague hint in the dark.

“Now, here’s the dare: for you to get on your knees and lick my cunt till I come.”

“Yes, your majesty,” I said, moving forward with my arms outstretched, my fingertips brushing her arm, her breast, and then I dropped to my knees, her musky scent all about me.

Her fingers slid into my hair, cupped my head, guided my face to her pussy. She was so wet even the cropped hair was damp, her lips swollen. My nose sank between her lips, then I tilted my head back and ran the broad surface of my tongue up the length of her slit to curl around her clit.

Brielle shuddered, fingers digging into my hair. “Like that. Lick me, Noah. Suck me. Make me come.”

I obliged. One hand curled around a perfect buttock, clutching the smooth flesh, the other around her long thigh, so I could pull my mouth closer, press my tongue deeper as I sank it into her pussy, as deep as I could go, tasting her slightly salty tang, her most private of recesses, exploring her, taking a lazy tour through her folds and dips, up to her clit to circle it, teasing, only to lower my lips and suck, nuzzle, drive her ever closer to madness.

“Fuck, like that. Yes, Noah, push it inside me.” Her voice was growing tight with need, her arousal, her desire. Her pussy began to grind against me, her hips undulating with erotic fluidity, so that I had to rise and fall with her motion. “Your tongue is mine,” she whispered, voice shaking. “Your lips. Nobody else can touch me there. Lick my pussy. Make me feel - make me - oh.”

Her leg was starting to shake. I clutched her by both ass cheeks, lowered my face and slid my tongue deep inside her. I wanted to see her. See her face as it contorted with pleasure, but had to content myself with her increasingly shallow and rapid breathing, the small moaning sounds she was making as she lost control, her fingers clutching at my head as I swirled my tongue about her clit, flicked it directly, then sucked it between my lips.

“Fuck! That - do that, more - oh Noah. Yes. Make me come. Now. Oh… oh fuck!” Brielle came, her stomach seeming to cramp up so she suddenly bent over, convulsively, steadying herself on the table with one hand, crushing her cunt into my face, her full lips, her wetness smearing across my face, her body shaking, her leg sagging. 

I rose up smoothly, slid my arms around her, kissed her. She kissed me passionately back, and the fact that her juices were on my tongue, smearing across her own, that she didn’t care, aroused me only further, made my cock bulge so hard I almost lost control, hands exploring her body, lips moving down her neck -

But she pulled away with a husky laugh. I sensed more than saw her bend down, tug up her leggings, buckle her belt. “The dare was to make me come, and nothing else. Tidy yourself up, Noah, then come back outside.”

And like that she strode past me, opened the door, left.

I stood there, grinning wryly at the dark, then chuckled, wiped at my face with my sleeve and adjusted my cock as best I could in my pants. 

“Fuck,” I said, voice shaky, and sucked in a deep breath. “OK. Game’s not over yet.”

One final wipe of my face and I followed her out, back to the group. Brielle had sat down, expression supremely contented. The other four girls studied me as I sat. Was my face gleaming? Fuck. Ah well. 

I took up my cup of whisky, knocked it back. Valeria was refilling glasses. It was clear the girls were in their cups. Imogen was rocking from side to side, humming a song to herself. Valeria was moving with stern focus, as if making sure she didn’t slip or act sloppy. Emma was staring into the lantern’s heart. Neveah? Well, Neveah was near impossible to read.

I took the empty bottle. “Ready?” Spun it.

Even as it spun I sensed how the mood had changed. Grown heavier, more intense. The casual levity had faded away, replaced now by a tension I couldn’t quite interpret. Changed by Brielle’s dare. For the worse? For the better?

It ended up pointing at Valeria, who leaned back on one arm and raised an eyebrow at me.

“All right.” I was feeling loose, dangerously buzzed, my thoughts swirling, the taste of Brielle still on my lips. “Truth or dare.”

“Dare,” she said, no hesitation.

Take her back into one of the rooms? Ask her to do something here in public? To me, or one of the others?

I had to be careful. This wasn’t some party I’d be going home from after. I’d have to work and fight and love these women after. I couldn’t just go crazy for the hell of it. Something light then. “Pick someone here other than me to kiss. Can be as light or as heavy as you want. And tell us why you picked her.”

Valeria raised an eyebrow - was that a flicker of disappointment? Amusement? I couldn’t quite tell. She turned to consider the others, all of whom had stilled. And for the life of me I couldn’t guess who she’d kiss. She and Brielle were like oil and water. Emma? No, maybe Imogen?

Valeria moved forward onto all fours. Crawled around the lantern and stopped before Neveah. From where I was sitting I could mostly see Valeria’s muscled ass stretching her leggings taut, a hint of her profile as she gazed at Neveah, who’d gone still, fingers intertwined in a braid she was taking apart.

“Neveah,” said Valeria, voice quiet. “Because she’s… beautiful. But mostly because I’ve never met anyone stronger.”

Neveah frowned, as if in disagreement, but didn’t move back as Valeria moved her face forward, gleaming blonde curls shifting along her back and over her shoulders as she turned her face slightly to one side and then paused, as if checking for any resistance.

Neveah looked past her at me. Her large, achingly blue eyes were strangely clear, the lantern light picking out the green outlines to her irises, and I thought I saw something in their depths - a smoldering light, perhaps, something that lit a fire in my own depths. Then she turned her attention back to Valeria.

Who leaned in and kissed her. Delicately. Brushed her lips against the other woman’s, a kiss that was almost chaste. Neveah didn’t close her eyes, didn’t react, didn’t kiss her back, but nor did she pull away. 

And I suddenly felt unsure about my dare - was it right for me to play this way with them, to ask them to perform, to kiss each other? No. Emma had asked for much more, and it hadn’t gone too far. But then again, I was the Savior; was Neveah going through with this only because I’d asked Valeria? Where were the lines of consent here?

But then Neveah did close her eyes, and kissed Valeria back - a gentle exploration, a subtle movement, her own head turning slightly to one side, and fuck if my qualms didn’t evaporate before that image, two supremely lethal ladies gently, oh so gently kissing each other, the air textured by the subtle sounds of their lips, Neveah’s black hair mixing with Valeria’s gold.

Valeria pulled away. Watched Neveah for a moment, studied her, then moved back to her spot, sat, and for a long moment studied Neveah before taking up the bottle. Sucked her lower lip into her mouth as if tasting it, then smiled self-consciously. “I’ve never been into women,” she said. “Many were, in my regiment. But while I’ve admired other girls, I’ve never wanted to - well. But that was… I don’t know. That was nice. Thank you.”

Neveah’s smile was as subtle as ever, but I thought this time it reached her eyes; thought I saw warmth there that I’d rarely seen before. She didn’t reply, but simply dipped her head in acknowledgement. 

“This is the weirdest party ever,” said Emma, reaching for the bottle. “One guy, five girls, everybody wanting to fuck him or each other.” Her hand missed the bottle the first time, caught hold of it the second. “No music, no snacks, no couches, no… well, probably a good thing there’s no swimming pool. Trouble, you know?” 

She refilled her cup, sat back, blinked at us all. “Hangovers don’t exist in Tagimron, do they?”

Imogen gave her an apologetic grimace. “One way to find out.”

“One way. Here’s to us. We should come up with a band name. Noah and the Companionettes. Or something.” She held her cup up, hand wavering from side to side, then tossed the whisky back. 

Should I have another cup? Brielle was refilling hers, her gaze languorous and smoldering as she watched me. Imogen lay back on her side, smiling at us all, cheek propped on her hand, looking serenely content. 

Fuck I loved this.

Valeria spun the bottle. It went round and round, came to a stop pointing at Imogen. 

“Maledictions,” said Imogen, not sounding particularly upset. “My luck has come to an end.”

“Truth or dare?”

“Oh, I think we’re all way past truth at this point, aren’t we? Dare.”

“Dare.” Valeria nodded her head pensively. “What could I… I know. Feel free to say no.”

“There’s little I’ll say no to here in this group,” said Imogen with her bright smile, setting aside her cup.

Valeria blushed. “Then… I dare you to fake an orgasm.”

Imogen laughed. “Fake an orgasm? Here? In front of you all.”

Valeria leaned back. “Only if you’re up for it.”

“Hmm,” said Imogen, not bothering to rise. She instead turned to regard me. Slid a hand down her body, cupping her breast through the frilly white front, and bit her lower lip. “I think I can do that.”

Oh shit.

Imogen frowned, as if surprised by unexpected sensation, then exhaled audibly and looked at me in something akin to surprise, confusion. Her gaze flicked up and down my body, her chest rising and falling as she began to breathe deeper.

“Ooh,” she murmured, as if quietly distressed. “Oh.”

Emma sat up straight. 

“Ooh,” moaned Imogen again, but this time with appreciation, as if whatever was happening to her wasn’t so bad after all, perhaps surprisingly good, her moans still quiet, still soft, still personal. Her frown was that of someone trying to figure out what was happening to them, what had come over them, her lips pursed, and then she rubbed at the side of her head, turning her face to one side, closing her eyes, mouth open as she breathed louder.

“Oh, by the Source,” she moaned, a low reverberating sound, turning her face from side to side as she reached behind her head to clasp her neck, only to open her eyes and say with shocked wonder, “Oh god!”

Ladies and gentlemen, it was, I’ll submit, fucking hot.

She closed her eyes again, slid a hand under her spectacles as she rubbed at her face, pressing her cheek into the floor, hips starting to pulse, her breath coming in more ragged gasps, seeming to forget about us altogether, head rolling back as her other hand squeezed her breast through her uniform.

“Oh yes,” she gasped, then bit her lower lip, hard. “Oh yes, right there. That feels so good.” Voice suddenly urgent, needing it, both hands sliding down her body, caressing her curves through the black fabric, cries growing louder, more demanding, eyes screwed shut. 

Her back arched, her hands smoothing down the front of her skirt as she pressed her fingers between her legs. Her head turned from side to side as her moans became more aggressive, her breathing hard, out of control. 

She opened her mouth, furrowed her brow, raised her hips as if losing control, and cried out, voice strained, “Yes! Yes, oh fuck, right there, harder, fuck me harder, I’m almost there, almost –”

She froze, tensed in an arc, only her shoulders and feet touching the ground, her cry cut off, legs shaking, and then collapsed, gasping incoherently, curling over onto her side, whole body shaking, legs quivering.

“Oh… that was…oh god, I’ve never… I’ve…”

Nobody breathed. Nobody moved. Imogen’s screams faded away but seemed to leave the air seared in their passage. 

Then, as if nothing had happened, she pushed herself up on one arm, adjusted her glasses, and grinned at us. “How was that?”

“I’m going to need a moment,” said Emma.

“Poor Noah!” Brielle seemed delighted. “Now he’ll never know!”

“Never know what?” I demanded.

“If you’re really making her come, or if she’s being charitable.”

“Oh, no worries there,” said Imogen, smiling widely at me. “Noah’s never failed yet to make me see stars.”

“That’s what you’d say if you were faking it,” said Brielle, but her pout betrayed her.

“Well, ladies and gentleman,” said Valeria, climbing to her feet, “I think on that note I’m going to call it a night.”

“Agreed,” said Neveah, taking up one of the whisky bottles as she rose far more smoothly to her feet. “That was… interesting. Good night, everyone.”

“Night,” said Emma, chin sinking into her hand, cheek wedged up to close her eye, looking as if she planned to sleep right there.

Imogen rose to her feet - swayed - then caught her balance. “We’d best see you to bed, Emma.”

“I’m good right here. Gonna watch the lantern burn a bit more.”

“Up,” said Brielle, sliding a hand under Emma’s arm. “Come on. We’ll tuck you in.”

“Oh, all right,” said Emma, rising to her feet clumsily. “You’ve… I mean…”

Emma allowed Brielle and Imogen to shepherd her down the hall and into one of the rooms. Neveah slipped into another, bottle in hand, and Valeria stepped into a third after a considering glance in my direction, leaving me alone by the lamp.

I was keyed up, almost febrile, images of Valeria kissing Neveah, Neveah licking Imogen’s neck, Imogen’s screams, the taste of Brielle on my lips… what the fuck had just happened?

Not that I was complaining. I pressed my palm to my brow and made my way to the front door. Checked that it was locked, then entered one of the remaining empty rooms.

Kicked off my boots, set Shard against the wall, then crashed down into the bunk. Should I go find one of the girls? Invite someone to join me? How to do so without offending the others? Had Valeria’s glance been an invitation? Should I just go in there and slide into bed next to her? Or…?

I draped an arm over my face as a blindingly obvious truth became clear to me: the closer we all got, the more complicated things were going to become.

I heard the sound of voices outside my door. A whispered conversation. Then a door closing, and silence.

Had everyone just gone to bed? I felt fevered. The surfeit of sexual energy was sweet torment. The air felt still and leaden. The darkness oppressive and filled with figments of my imagination. Leering women. Little Meow, standing in the corner. Ladela slowly dancing, writhing like a flame in slow motion. The sound of Imogen’s fake orgasm. 

My door opened, but I couldn’t make out who it was. I rose to one elbow, but it was like staring at a black velvet curtain. No sound of footsteps, but then a weight on the edge of my bed, the thin, near non-existent mattress dipping, the groan of the rusted iron mesh beneath it.

“Noah?” The voice barely audible, a whisper that near robbed the speaker of their identity. But then I knew who it was, and the knowledge was like a basin of cold water dashed upon my face. “Can I join you?”

“Always,” I whispered back, heart in my throat, uncertain near to the point of nervous, nervous near to the point of fear.

She slid in beside me, at first just lying on her back, our arms touching down their length. I stared up at nothing, supremely aware of her, unsure what to do, what to say. Had she come to sleep with me? No, that didn’t feel right. Then - what was this?

“Watching you and the others has grown painful,” she whispered, new depths opening up in her voice, aching angles I’d never heard before. “After what I saw happen between you and Imogen, I’ve been unable to think of anything else.” Her voice turned contemplative, melancholy. “I tell myself I’ve felt the same, experienced the same, but the memory is gone. Just the awareness of what I lost remains. Which is the cruelest touch. I know I loved and was loved. But I can’t feel it. I feel nothing but numbness.”

“Neveah,” I whispered, wanting to comfort her but not knowing what to say.

“No, that’s not true,” she corrected. “I feel more than numbness. I feel terror that I’ll betray you. Betray myself. That whatever caused me to turn on…” Her voice trailed off, grew tight. 

“Here,” I said, sliding my arm under her head. I was sure she’d resist, but instead she turned onto her side, allowing her head to slide into the hollow of my shoulder, one hand under her cheek. Awkwardly, I draped my arm down the curvature of her spine, half expecting to find her massive blade strapped there.

Nothing but her slender form.

“I feel like a flame,” she whispered. “I exist only to burn, to destroy. Nothing can be mine. Everything I touch will turn black and ash.”

“No,” I whispered. “No, Neveah.”

“I don’t need reassurance,” she said. “I don’t need comforting. My life is what it is. I just wanted to be close to you for awhile. Close to that miracle you experienced with Imogen. As if… by being close, I can approximate it for myself once more…”

Her voice trailed off, and after awhile I realized she’d fallen asleep, her shoulder rising and falling, her body light and slender and still. 

I lay there, my lust burned away, achingly aware of Neveah. Not just her body, but her past. Her pain. Thought of that formidable will that powered her through life. That kept her going when literally everyone else I knew would have fallen long ago. Her strength dwarfed my own. Her resolution. I was awed by it. Could I continue if I lost Imogen? Lost Brielle, lost all five of them? Had to return to Bastion and choose anew, pass through the Five Trials once more, and set off fresh into Ghogiel?

The very thought afflicted me with despair. I wanted to say yes, of course I would.

The truth was I thought that loss and pain would break me.

So I held her, lightly, tentatively, and wondered as to her past. Who was she? How had she come to Bastion? Where was she raised, and what had she been like before her pain, her loss? Had she once laughed freely? Had hobbies? What had she been like as a child? Serious and sober? Or mischievous and fey?

I knew that person was long gone, destroyed by Lilith, by war, by loss. But still I craved to know. Know more about this human that lay in my arms. To figure out how I could help her, heal her, change that numbness and terror for something real, something true, something good.

And so thinking I finally fell asleep, Neveah’s face inches from mine, wondering, in awe, and at the very last, grateful.

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

The excesses of the previous night put a somewhat restrained air on the next morning; Neveah was gone when I awoke, her side of the bed cold, and as we all emerged from our rooms there was a quick series of evaluating glances, embarrassed smiles, averted eyes. 

Emma made the executive decision to stay in bed.

With no running water, I volunteered to head back up to the market and buy us some gallon jugs; Valeria came along with, and we executed our mission in friendly silence, both too caught up with the previous night’s shenanigans to want to talk much. I also purchased a stir fried combination of noodles, salty fish, and scrambled eggs that the vendor splattered with a dark, sweet sauce that I thought could qualify as breakfast; the others below, when we returned, didn’t complain at any rate.

Everyone but Imogen was a little stilted over breakfast, but the combination of hot food and plenty of water with which to drink, wash our faces, and brush our teeth did wonders for our morale. When I finally closed my chopsticks over my empty carton, I leaned back and considered the others.

“So. We’re kind of on vacation until either trouble finds us or Imogen figures out the C-Machine. I was thinking we could use this time as a training camp, of sorts.”

Valeria, slurping up noodles, nodded enthusiastically.

“I can’t believe I’m saying this,” said Emma from behind us, appearing in the mouth of the corridor, “but yes. As soon as the floor settles down. I’d appreciate working on sword play and… meditation.”

“Here,” said Imogen, rising and moving to her side with a carafe of water. “Drink this.”

“I’ll never drink again,” vowed Emma, gazing at the water miserably. “Especially nothing with a pickled cobra in it.”

“Wise words,” said Imogen, patting her back. “Now drink.”

“How about the following?” said Valeria. “Mornings dedicated to martial training, afternoons to meditation and magic?”

“Sounds good.” I glanced over to Neveah where she was sitting slightly apart, eating her breakfast with mechanical disinterest. “You interested?”

I saw her hesitate.

“It’d be great if you took part,” I said.

And, to my immense relief, she nodded. “All right.”

“That gives us five people to work with,” said Valeria. “We can warm up with basic forms and general fitness, then experiment in different combat situations. Two on three, spears versus swords, sword and shield versus axes, and so on. Our exclusive focus on just blades will come back to haunt us soon if we don’t branch out.”

“Great,” I said. “Imogen, I know you’ll be busy with the C-Machine, but any advice on setting up the meditative section?”

“Oh, I’ll probably want to take a break come afternoon,” she said. “I can’t work on the C-Machine exclusively every minute of the waking day. How about I start off each session, perhaps give a lecture on the principles of magic, then set goals and exercises before returning to my work?”

“Fantastic,” I said. “And everybody’s going to take part.”

Valeria raised an eyebrow. “I can’t do magic.”

“Yes you can,” I said. “Hear me out. When I go down into my reservoir, I can sense my bond to each of you. You’re no longer who you were before the Five Trials. You’re now companions. And I’m starting to figure out that’s actually a really distinct and amazing thing to be.”

“Oh, get over yourself,” said Brielle, clearly amused.

“Shush it. I mean becoming a companion means gaining the potential for new abilities. I want to explore my connections to you all in my reservoir, but I think you’ve also all gained the ability to develop magic powers. Maybe you had none before. But I think you do now. And I want everyone to do their best to figure that out.”

“I think Noah’s exactly right,” said Imogen. “I’ve already seen and experienced things I’d never have guessed possible in relation to our new dynamic. Noah himself is breaking most of the progression rules that I was taught; he’s achieved something like the fifth circle in Muladhara, third in Manipura, and shown the potential to tap other sanskaras in an unbelievably short period of time.”

“It’s good to be the king,” I grinned.

“Oh, get over yourself,” laughed Brielle.

“My point being, Noah is an x-factor that changes all the rules. And our being so primordially connected to him means the rules might be changing for us as well. My own powers of geomancy have increased, as have my psyche-imperium. In retrospect, I shouldn’t have been able to control Thomas, Charles, and Des like I did. They were too strong-willed for me to handle them all at the same time. But I did, indicating a growth in my own circles.” Imogen bounced her knees up and down where she sat cross-legged. “What I wouldn’t give for some formal evaluation! To think I could have broken through year-old blocks in such a short time. Incredible.”

“Fine,” said Valeria. “Mindfulness, even if it doesn’t lead to active magical powers, is always an excellent pursuit in and of itself.”

“What about supplies?” I considered the mostly empty carton of food before us, the four gallon jugs. “If we keep hitting the market, we’ll become a known presence, perhaps even predictable, right? Won’t that set us up for trouble with the Skulls when they catch on?”

“Agreed,” said Valeria. “We need to show our faces as little as possible.”

“Simple,” said Brielle. “We pay someone to bring food to a drop-off spot, and rotate through the merchants so nobody works with us for long.”

“Perhaps we can even scout out other markets,” I said. “Oh - Little Meow. She grows her own food, and she’s trustworthy. Perhaps I could arrange something with her.”

“I’m sure it’ll be better than this low-quality trash we’ve been eating,” said Brielle, stirring her noodles with obvious distaste. “You sure they cooked this in front of you? Tastes like three-day leftovers.”

“Tastes divine,” said Emma, slurping down her noodles. “Salt. I need more salt.”

“Let’s set up that connection with Little Meow,” said Valeria. “Long term, working with a trusted ally is always better than trusting to chance. Water will be a different matter, however.”

“Perhaps we can contact Unadeen,” I said. “Once he knows we have the C-Machine, he’ll be motivated to help.”

“Or take it from us,” said Brielle.

“Agreed,” said Valeria. “I don’t want to tempt him.”

“Fine. We’ll figure out the details then. And lights? How long will our lanterns run down here?”

“We’ll need supplies in general,” said Valeria. “Emma? How’s our treasury looking?”

“Good,” said Emma, slurping up a noodle. “Especially since Brielle topped us up with that one dance of hers.”

“Oh really?” said Valeria, grinning at Brielle, who rolled her eyes. “Someone should have dared you to perform last night.”

“I only dance for paying customers,” said Brielle, voice tart. “And the atmosphere here is subpar.”

“Well, we’re good for now,” I said. “Perhaps we can do some logistics this morning. Set up food and water delivery, figure out what other supplies we’ll need to live down here for a week or two. Imogen? You need any special supplies?”

“I’m not sure. I’m going to need some time with the C-Machine to determine even that much.”

“Fair enough. All right, ladies. Shall we?”

Brielle and Valeria accompanied me topside so that we could negotiate a water supply and an initial food drop. It was weird to always emerge into a night market; stalls might change, merchants might come and go, but there was always someone ready to take their place, occupy the precious real estate and start hawking their wares with fervor.

Brielle, of course, browbeat a family of suspicious cooks at the best-looking stall into arranging free delivery to a location on the second sublevel, and at the last raised her price after negotiating them down to almost nothing. The look of relief and muted joy on the parents’ face made me bite my tongue as we walked away. 

Brielle glanced sidelong at me. “Trust me. I know what I’m doing.”

“I didn’t say anything.”

“I watched my mother negotiate with petitioners and banks my whole life. If you’re generous, people will take advantage of you. Charity doesn’t work unless it’s in strictly defined settings. People understand tough negotiating. They respect it. And that little raise at the end earns you more gratitude than unwarranted largesse. Now they’re both impressed with our bartering skills and happy to be doing business with us - but not already looking to fleece us further.”

“Like I said, I didn’t say anything,” I said, raising both hands. And was really glad I hadn’t.

Emma forced herself to join in with that morning’s training, though she moved slowly and with careful consideration, as if the floor might slip out from under her feet at a moment’s notice. Valeria had us line up and go through an hour’s worth of stretching and calisthenics, limbering us up, gradually raising the intensity until we were bursting out explosive rounds of exercise for a few minutes straight at a time, something akin to interval training, I guess, and all of us - even Neveah - dripping sweat and fighting for breath.

Here Valeria was in her element, and she relaxed and began to enjoy herself, moving in close to help me with my forms whenever she thought I might be slipping. Or wanted to pretend I was: several times I could have sworn I’d done nothing wrong, yet still she stepped in beside me, a hand sliding down over my hip, her hand guiding my arm to the proper height, her face but an inch from my own, her eyes gleaming and she reluctantly moved away.

From there we drew our blades and worked through fighting forms, the first of which were starting to feel very familiar at last. Simple advances and retreats, parries and blocks, slashes and stabs. They were foreign to Neveah, but you’d never have guessed; she needed but watch Valeria perform any one drill once and she’d then execute it flawlessly herself. I took comfort in them myself; they reminded me of the katas I practiced back at Sensei Rocco’s dojo, a lifetime ago. 

From there, we paired up. Brielle faced off against Emma, while I was to fight Neveah. Standing across from her, Shard drawn, and with her holding Valeria’s sword, I realized just how much I’d hate to have to fight Neveah. Her calm, near serene gaze, her utter confidence and poise. All of it spoke to how in control of herself she was, how in tune with her body.

For Emma’s benefit we started with basic exchanges, working on parries and slashes, gradually picking up the pace, the metal of our blades ringing out. From there we did some footwork, combining advances with attacks, retreats with parries. Simple stuff I’d drilled with Brielle back on Ghogiel.

Another hour passed, and then Valeria split the lesson, focusing her attention on Emma while Brielle, Neveah, and I took turns free sparring.

And oh shit, did I realize how far I had to go. Neveah didn’t seem to push herself in the least as we sparred, looking almost disinterested as she casually parried and deflected my attacks, not bothering to exploit the openings and gaps in my guard. Brielle was more intense, pushing me back, taunting me, picking up the pace so I had to work hard to even keep up.

But it was when I got to step aside and watch her face off against Neveah that I really grew awed.

Brielle twirled her blade as she circled the stationary Neveah, who didn’t bother turning to keep her in sight.

“Maybe you’ve grown used to that huge sword of yours,” said Brielle, tone light. “Maybe you’ve forgotten the intricacies of smaller blades.”

Neveah’s only answer was a quirk of her lips.

Brielle didn’t attack. Circled her once, twice, three times, then stopped before her. “I’ve got to admit, you’ve got admirable form.”

Form? Neveah was just standing there, blade by her side. Yet somehow I didn’t think Brielle was mocking her.

Long, aching seconds of silence. Even Valeria and Emma let off their training to watch.

Then, without warning, Brielle glided forward, blade flickering out. 

The exchange was too quick for me to follow. Neveah swayed from side to side like a willow wand, her sword meeting Brielle’s at every thrust, parrying every slash, until Brielle let out a shout and charged right through, forcing Neveah to sidestep neatly away.

Brielle regained her balance, spun, and I realized in that moment that even she was out of her depth with Neveah.

Holy shit. I exchanged a startled glance with Valeria.

“All right,” said Brielle. “You pass the first test. Let’s see how you do with -”

And she feinted high, then launched a blistering series of attacks, pushing herself hard, coming at Neveah with everything she had. 

Neveah gave ground, her footwork neat, her swordplay precise, frowning now as she focused on her responses, the clamor of their blades near constant, the bright clang of each parry echoing off the walls.

Brielle was grimacing in frustration, driving Neveah back in a slow circle around the room, punishing her with a constant barrage of blows - until she stepped back, disengaged, and lowered her blade.

Valeria clapped, the sound slow, almost reluctant.

“I concede,” said Brielle, voice rich with disgust.

“You concede?” Emma’s confusion was evident. “But you were the one pushing her back. She never even attacked you.”

“She didn’t have to,” said Valeria. “She was in control of that fight all along.”

“Where in the seven hells did you learn to fight like that?” demanded Brielle.

“My mother taught me,” said Neveah, voice soft. 

“Your mother? Who was she? Have I heard of her?”

“I doubt it,” said Neveah. 

“She run a sword school, was she a captain in your home world’s army, or…?” Brielle‘s frustration was boiling over. 

“Nothing like that,” said Neveah. Voice growing softer, as if she regretted even offering this detail. 

“Well, she would be proud,” said Brielle, relenting at last. “You’ve no doubt exceeded her teachings.”

“No,” said Neveah. “If she yet lived, I doubt I could defeat her, even today. Only one person ever could.”

“Your father?” asked Brielle.

“My grandmother,” said Neveah, and flipped her sword up, grasping it by the blade so as to offer the hilt to Valeria. “Thank you.”

Valeria took the sword.

Neveah gave us all a pursed smile, bowed her head, and left the circular chamber.

“Wow,” said Emma. “If I train hard enough…?”

“No,” said Valeria, voice sad. “Some things are beyond training. Some abilities are beyond even talent. Some things can only be explained as a gift from the Source.”

“She’s not that impressive,” said Brielle. “I had a few opportunities there.”

Valeria leveled a flat stare at her.

“I did! Well. Two.”

“Then why didn’t you take them?” asked Valeria.

“I was scared of what she’d do in response,” said Brielle, then gave a self-conscious laugh. “Anyway. I’m glad she’s better. It will mean I’ll finally have a way to improve my own skills.”

“I’ll be happy to push you around,” said Valeria with a shark-like grin. “Any time.”

“As if,” sniffed Brielle. “If you’ll excuse me, I’d like a drink of water now.” And she strode out of the chamber.

Emma’s shoulders slumped. “What’s the point in training? I’ll never be that good.”

“You don’t have to be that good,” said Valeria, raising her blade and turning to face her. “You just have to be good enough to survive each fight you’re thrown into. That’s all. Now. Assume the center stance I showed you, and come at me again.”

I sat against the wall, wondering, even as I watched Emma drill, about Neveah’s past. Wondering how I could learn more about her, and resolved to do my damndest to do so.

That afternoon we all sat in a semicircle about Imogen, who reported no initial progress but didn’t seem undeterred. 

“This is a marvel, a true artifact that we’re working with. It will take time to even unlock the front door. Now. I thought we could begin our training with a review of Muladhara. Why it’s the first sanskara everyone unlocks, what it represents, and what powers it gifts us with. Ready?”

Other than Brielle’s eye roll, everyone nodded, attentive.

“The sanskaras align with our bodies’ most basic power centers, are our power centers, but work on literal, figurative, and even metaphorical levels. Everything from our mind and crown to our most basic primal needs are represented and embodied by them. Muladhara, known as the root sanskara, is located in the very base of your torso, on your pelvic floor, between your genitals and asshole.”

Emma raised her eyebrows at this, but kept an otherwise straight face.

“What does it represent? Our most basic need for security, for comfort, for love and safety. Imagine what you must have felt as you floated in your mother’s womb. That state of supreme well-being. Surrounded by love, truly safe, protected from all harm. To return to that state is one of our most basic and powerful needs. Safety. To be safe.”

Imogen looked at each of us, her smile warm. “Almost all drives stem from this one. The desire for money. For partnership. For a roof over your head, food on your table, to be warm and protected from the elements. Muladhara colors almost everything we do, and is our most primordial drive. The first one that we develop as we are formed. And consequently, it is the easiest for us to tap, to manifest, and thus the first that everyone opens within themselves.”

I thought of that great flower in the base of my reservoir. The miracle of its heart of rubies, the bliss and serenity it offered me when I contacted it. Couldn’t help but nod, and saw Neveah and Brielle do the same.

“Now, many ask why a source of security manifests the power to attack. Why does Muladhara allow us to cast bolts of fire and throw levenbolts? This is a contradiction that explains much of the tragedy and paradox of the human condition. Safety is often understood as keeping the world away. Protecting ourselves from that which is other. And that urge, that instinct for self-preservation manifests itself in a desire to push away the world, to strike at enemies, to destroy that which could endanger our sanctity. So Muladhara provides us with that means, for Muladhara is not wise, does not concern itself with wisdom - its sole preoccupation is to protect us, to safeguard us, and so it sews the very seeds of conflict it seeks to avoid.”

“Wait,” said Emma. “Our sanskaras can think?”

“No,” said Imogen. “Not as you understand that term. They are the embodiment of the urges and drives they represent. So, Muladhara being the sanskara of security and safety, primordial and instinctive, generates powers that reflect its very nature. In time, as you come to commune with your sanskara, you will come to understand it on its own terms, and learn how to wield its powers, how to make them serve you instead of allowing them to dominate you. But it is important to realize that the very ability to destroy that Muladhara gifts us is both a blessing and a curse, a veritable double-edged blade. It reflects our deepest, oldest instincts, and thus needs to be both valued and carefully considered.”

Emma frowned, but nodded.

“How does one tap into Muladhara?” asked Imogen. “How does one uncover it? It is one of the universe’s greatest questions. Would that everyone could, but alas. The road to enlightenment begins there, but few can even step upon the path.”

“So?” asked Valeria. “How does one do it?”

“Meditation,” said Imogen. “Which is what? Some call the process centering. I think of it as becoming yourself. Bringing all the disparate parts of your being into alignment. The act of living is like taking constant blows. Over time, our different selves can fall out of alignment - the you that you show to your loved ones, the you that you show to your business associates, the you that you wish you could be, the you that you hate and wish would never come back. I imagine these selves overlaid but not perfectly, and the more you live, the less mindful you are, the more misaligned they become, till some people seem all together shattered, composed of completely different selves that are nothing like each other. The purpose of meditation is to align those selves. To heal. To become one. To bring your broken soul into a state of union - and it is in that clarity that you become able to see your sanskaras at last.”

“I’ve meditated plenty,” said Valeria. “Never seen Muladhara.”

“It takes time. Years for some, a lifetime for others. Why one and not the other? That is one of the Source’s mysteries. But now, bonded with Noah, I think we can all try again. So let’s try a basic meditation and see what comes of it.”

“I don’t understand,” said Emma. “I’m going to close my eyes, try to clear my thoughts, and then… Muladhara will just appear to me?”

Imogen’s smile was fond, patient. “Something like that. Just listen to my words. Relax. You can’t force this. Forcing meditation leads to its failure. The path to wholesomeness is one of relaxation and acceptance. Whomever you are, whatever you look like within your soul, accept it. Only through acceptance will you gain the power to harness your potential, and then change to become your higher self.”

Imogen’s smile turned self-conscious. “Which… sounds awfully vague and unhelpful, I know. But is true nonetheless. Ready?”

Everyone nodded. Brielle, I saw, was taking this very seriously. Which surprised me.

“Close your eyes,” began Imogen. “And listen to my words…”

Imogen guided us through a half hour meditation, and then left us to return to the C-Machine, asking that we for the next hour or so practice moving meditation by focusing on one activity and giving that activity our all. We all decided to focus on cleaning for now, and our little warren of rooms became silent but for the sounds of quiet industry.

That night we convened for a quick dinner; compared to the night before, it was a sober affair, with a few conversations about the day’s activities, chores and errands that we planned to run on the morrow, and Imogen giving a brief report on the C-Machine.

“It’s fascinating,” she said, setting her bowl on her knee. “There are what I can only describe as fluctuating fields or wards of magic around it, and I believe it is within the patterns that I’m detecting in those very fluctuations - they don’t seem entirely random - that I think the secret lies. As if the artifact has its own language, and to speak with it, or navigate the surface wards, you have to be conversant in its own aberrant logic.”

Valeria paused, spoon halfway to her mouth. “I’m not sure I understood all of that.”

“Nor I,” said Imogen. “But I keep reminding myself what its original purpose was: to act as a permanent teleporter for those who knew how to activate it. Thus its very nature must be predetermined by its expected usage. If I can keep that truth in mind as I examine the fluctuations, and try to understand why the concentric wards break down so as to interact in what seem deliberate ways, if I can try to predict those intersections, then I think I’ll be able to delve through the initial barriers to what lies within.”

“What lies within?” asked Emma.

“I’ve no idea. The golden statue itself is almost a mirage. A… placeholder for what is clearly a vast magical construct that operates on many dimensional planes. It’s manifold, I’ll warrant, and finding a way through its incurving planes will depend on constructing an instruction manual based on what I’m hoping is the cleverly laid out key in what appears at first glance as mere chaotic pulses.”

“Manifold,” said Brielle, voice rife with skepticism.

“Yes. Imagine… I don’t know. Take all of Tagimron, then fold it in on itself, not like a sheet of paper, which operates on basically two dimensions, but keeping it in three, or four, perhaps, if one considers time. Fold it so that its very mass and physical properties phase into each other, overlap in spacetime, then fold it some more. Keep folding all of Tagimron into an ever denser nucleus of protoplasmic magic until you have something that appears the size of a coconut.”

“A coconut,” said Brielle. “That’s your go-to comparison.”

Imogen ignored her. “You can imagine the magical density of such a construct. Now, convert all of that into magic, wrap it in incredibly complex wards that prevent any damage from being done to the statuette, and you start to approximate what we’re dealing with.”

“I’ll take your word on that,” said Valeria.

“And if you figure out this code,” I said. “you’ll be able to slip through the surface and into… this folded city?”

“See, that’s where my metaphor breaks down. The artifact has the scope - or perhaps far greater - of a city like Tagimron, but isn’t a city. It’s… I don’t know. An object of incalculable power designed to transport living beings safely through the Tree of Life at a moment’s notice, endlessly, without needing to draw power from any other source than itself.”

“Sounds like a nuclear engine,” said Emma. “Splitting its own particles.”

“Fusion,” I said, “more likely.”

“I’m not sure what those are,” said Imogen, “but sure? I’ve got to be very careful, however. One wrong move could see me lobotomized.”

“OK, hold up,” I said. “You didn’t say this could be that dangerous.”

Imogen sighed. “Imagine, if you will, a road. Imagine it has, I don’t know, a dozen lanes. And speeding back and forth along these lanes are vast rectangles of lead, moving at hundreds of miles an hour. I’m trying to detect a pattern in their passing that will allow me to skip across without being hit. Because imagine what would happen if you were to be hit by several hundred tons of lead flying through the air at that speed.”

“Holy shit,” said Emma. “You’re playing the universe’s most lethal version of Frogger.”

“Frogger?” asked Valeria. “Now I’m totally lost.”

Emma waved her hand. “Sorry. But I absolutely understand you now.”

Imogen pushed her spectacles up her nose, the sole lens looking all the more delicate for having survived where its partner was crushed. “I’m not taking any foolish risks. But this is going to require careful study. And my esteem for the savant who programmed these statuettes into the pillars is going up by the hour.”

“Can you reverse engineer what he did?” I asked. “Figure out how the C-Machine was plugged in, and then work backwards from there to your own understanding?”

“If I still had access to a C-Machine that was plugged into such a pillar, sure. But as is? No.”

“Ah well. Time for another raid on the Final Skulls?” I smiled at the others. “No? Nobody up for it? Never mind then.”

“Be careful,” said Emma, reaching out to place her hand over Imogen’s own.

“I will,” said Imogen, but she looked far too preoccupied for her words to give me comfort.

We tidied up, Valeria led us through some stretching, and Imogen finished the night off with another guided meditation. I sank deep into my reservoir, contemplated the glory of Muladhara, cleansed my magic, rose to bond with Manipura, and then turned to consider the two lines of burning glory, each emanating from the golden cord to outline the entrance to Brielle and Imogen’s sanctums. 

What did those burning cords mean? Did they just signify a breakthrough? Did they have their own power, or portend developments to come? 

Imogen brought us out of our meditations, we all rose, said our goodnights, and returned to our rooms. I felt warmed up, limber, my mind alive with thoughts, possibilities, wonder. I’d requisitioned a lamp for my room, and dragged an old armchair from a decrepit station a few hallways away into the corner. The room was still bare bones as fuck, but after months and months of instability, I found myself really appreciating the fact that I might be here for a few days more, could close the door, could call this space my own.

I was lying in my bunk, fingers interlaced behind my head, when I heard a light knock on my door.

“Come,” I said, but somehow I knew who it was. Could sense her through the door. Intuition? Fancy? Really crude geomancy? I’d no idea, but when Imogen slipped inside and closed the door behind her, I felt my heart lift, my chest swell, and smiled with intense joy.

“Hi,” she said, her own smile just as broad, her eyes glimmering with emotion.

“Hey.”

“I wanted to come to you last night, but I sensed Neveah needed something.”

“She did.”

“Did she get it?” 

From Brielle or anyone else that might have been a loaded question. From Imogen? I just shook my head. “I’m not sure. I hope so. She remembers having what we have. I think that hurts her more than we can guess.”

“What we have,” said Imogen, moving forward to kneel beside my bed, crossing her arms over the edge of the mattress and leaning forward to gaze into my face. “I’ve never felt anything like this, Noah. And my magic. It feels effervescent. Supercharged. I’m… I know this sounds ridiculous, maybe, but - well. I never expected to feel this happy. This connected to someone else.”

“Me too,” I said, rolling up onto one elbow, reaching out to touch her cheek. 

She cupped her hand over my own. “I’m yours, Noah, just as you are mine. I’ve no secrets from you. Nothing I won’t share, nothing I won’t do. It’s… kind of terrifying, actually.” Her smile grew tremulous. “To have this much trust in someone. I feel like my soul is naked. Vulnerable like never before. You could hurt me, pleasure me, ignore me, beat me, worship me, and I’d adore you all the same. It’s… I’ve never felt so powerless and so amazingly thrilled to be this open with someone at once.”

I dry swallowed. Her gaze was wide and sincere. No reservations, no guile, no duplicity. I completely believed her, and what’s more, trusted her in the same way. My heart stuttered. I literally felt it skip and flutter in my chest as if it had just tripped.

“There’s so much going on,” I said, voice quiet. “So much. And I just want time to spend with you. Like, if we could, if I could dream up an impossibility, it’d be to escape for - I don’t know, a week? A month? Somewhere we could be together and completely alone. Like, a beach resort in Tahiti or whatever. Where all we had to do was hold each other, look into each other’s eyes…”

Her grin grew knowing. “Fuck each other senseless?”

And like that my cock grew hard, my love intertwining with endless lust. 

Imogen leaned forward, brushed her lips against my own, but then pressed me back as I tried to lean in. Rose smoothly, moved back to the armchair, and there sat. Never breaking her eye contact with me, face solemn, yet something about her body, her movements, the rustle of her maid’s outfit, all of it making her sensual beyond belief.

“Do you know how many times I’ve touched myself, Noah, thinking of you? Since we got here?”

“Since we got here?” I shifted, propping my head on my palm, mouth dry. “I don’t know.”

“More times than I can count.” She slid her hand down her front, over her skirt, cupping her sex, black fabric gleaming between her fingers, around her hand. “Why do you think it was so easy to fake that orgasm last night? Because the real thing comes as soon as I crook my finger. I’ve just got to think of you taking me, riding me, fucking me, and I grow wetter than the ocean.”

I didn’t know what to say. Had enough wisdom to keep my mouth shut.

“I feel fevered half the time,” said Imogen, voice growing husky. “Wild. Like I’m going to scream, or tear at my clothing.” Her hand moved back and forth slowly, her legs splayed open with no shame, so that I could see the sculpted lengths of her white-stockinged legs all the way up to her lap. “All I have to do is think of your cock and I want it. Think of your body, and I want to weep.”

It took all my strength to just lie there.

Imogen lifted her hips, hooked the top of her stockings, and peeled them down, under the curve of her ass, down to her knees where she left them, bunched up. Then she turned onto her side, hip in the seat of the armchair, both legs hiked up on one arm, presenting me with a perfect view of her ass, the underside of her thighs, her puckered asshole, her slit. Lips swollen, glistening. 

Her scent filled the room.

And I saw Harmiel. Not covering her skin completely like over her hands, but undulating, moving about her hips, the tops of her thighs. Straining, reaching for her sex, but not quite getting close. 

Imogen placed the tip of a finger between her teeth, bit down on the glove, and pulled her arm free. Let the elbow-length glove fall away, and then gently, delicately, ghosted her tattooed hand down over her ass cheeks. I saw goosebumps prickle over their curvature. Not muscled like Valeria’s, not taut like Brielle’s, but smooth and perfectly formed, heart-shaped, each plump and just begging to be pulled open.

And all the while Imogen watched me, face pensive, only to bite her lower lip as she ran her fingertips over her asshole, up the length of her slit. The lightest of touches. 

“You know my body is yours, don’t you, Noah?” Her voice almost a sigh. “That you can do with it what you will. Touch me. Lick me. Penetrate me. Whip me. Caress me. Own me.”

Her fingers traced the wet line between her labia, back and forth, and then she slowly pushed one between her folds, sliding it in with the subtlest, most erotic of wet sounds into her pussy. First knuckle. Second knuckle, then all the way in.

She bit her lip again, frowning as she finger fucked herself, sliding it in and out, her finger quickly getting just as wet, and I saw that a creamy liquid was seeping out from within her. 

I was having trouble breathing. The sight of her perfection just a yard from me, her scent, the soft, wet sounds, her breathing growing harder - it was almost too much.

Almost.

She slid a second finger between her lips, slid them both inside, then pulled out and spread her labia, showing the deeper crimson, between them, her inner lips, the creamy hole to her canal, her hooded clit. 

“Your pussy,” she whispered, then released, slid her fingers back inside her, then moved them down, down to her small puckered star. “Your ass.”

I was dying. Was clenching the sheet puddled about my waist in a fist. Watched, heart in my mouth, as she frowned and rubbed her fingertip around her asshole, round and round, then brought her fingers to her lips, sucked on them, moved them back down, and slid the tip of one inside her.

“Ah,” she sighed, and for a moment that was all she did. “You’ve not had this hole yet, have you, my Noah? Have you, my love?”

“No,” I said, voice little more than a croak.

She slid her finger in deeper, reaching over with her other hand to lift her butt cheek, just as I’d imagined. “Do you want it? Do you want to fuck my ass?”

A moment of hilarity passed through me, the urge to say something flippant, ironic, whatever - but I’d grown. Recognized the ritual that was playing out between us. The contract that was being signed. Swung my legs over the edge of the bed and leaned forward, holding her gaze. 

There was no need to respond.

Imogen bit her lip again and slid her finger all the way in to the knuckle, and for a minute or more just pumped it in and out, making small moans, shifting her weight, watching me with an intensity that made me flush with desire.

Pulled out, pressed two fingertips together, then pressed them inside her, the rim of her asshole widening, growing taut, and a moment later she grimaced and slid a third into her ass. 

“Uhh…” she moaned, then gasped, slowly frigging herself. Her mouth opened, stayed open, and then she closed her eyes, turned her face away, expression one of intense focus. “Oh my god. Noah. Now. But slow.”

I moved to kneel before her, dropped my pants to the floor, my cock springing forth and practically quivering.

Imogen spat into her palm and reached down to find me, grasping my shaft and working her tattooed hand up and down my length, lubricating me with her spit. Then adjusted her hips again, closed her eyes, and guided me close.

I placed my hands on the armchair legs, stared down as the head of my cock pressed against her ass. Spat down, then rubbed the spit in, moving my cock up and down before pressing again.

“Oh… ah… oh fuck,” whispered Imogen. She reached out to grasp my arm, and moaned low. “Yes. Oh my god. It’s almost there. Push a little more.”

I leaned in, felt her ass distend, felt its tightness stretch, and then she pushed against me, a subtle pulse, and I slid an inch inside her.

“Fuck!” Imogen tensed, eyes going wide, then laughed. “Fuck! You’re so big. And I thought my butt had already been warmed up. Just… just stay… right there.”

I couldn’t speak. It was ridiculously tight inside her, and though the urge to just sink in further was overwhelming, I waited as she clenched and released me, the heat and intimacy and her smell making this a moment so sublime I wanted to engrave it forever in my mind.

“OK, slowly, let me push against you…” And she eased onto me, my cock slowly disappearing by fractions, deeper and tighter, the sensation so intense I felt like I’d come if it didn’t let up. 

Imogen looked at me as I slid in, her mouth open, her brow furrowed, looking both aroused and wounded, as if I were betraying her even as I slid inside, dismayed and yet pulling me closer. 

“Want me to stop?” I whispered.

“Fuck no,” she hissed. Closed her eyes, mouth opened wider, breathed heavily, and then whatever friction was holding me back suddenly released and I slid in, all the way into Imogen’s ass, so that I was pressed against her white ass cheeks, and she gave out a little scream and clapped her hand over her mouth, startled and then turning to me as she cracked up.

“You OK?” I didn’t dare move, felt so hard I could have bent rebar around my cock, so turned on and concerned and in love with her that I didn’t know what to do.

“Fuck that… that’s intense. I’d forgotten how… wow. It’s… slowly now. Let me… like that. Hmm. That feels… there it is. Yes.” She rocked her hips back and forth so that her asshole pulled back down onto my shaft a little, then slid back up. Back and forth, small pulses, and a smile curled her lips as she gasped in surprise. 

“How… how is that for you?”

“Words… I mean, no good. Words. Right… now.” It was taking intense concentration to ride the wave of pleasure without coming. 

Imogen laughed, covered her mouth again, then pushed more aggressively into me, took me in one deep slide, paused, and pulled out.

“Spit on me,” she whispered.

I obliged, spitting onto the head of my cock as it nearly appeared, then slid back in. She began to moan softly as I fucked her, fingers moving down to her pussy as she rubbed circles around her clit, growing wetter and wetter as I worked her ass, her whole body tensed, her expressions flitting back and forth from ecstasy to concern, her gaze alternating between blissed out and mock-wounded surprise.

I don’t know how long I just fucked her like that. No rush, no pounding, just a steady rhythm, back and forth, her ass gradually feeling a little looser, her small sounds driving me crazy. 

“Noah,” she whispered. “Go into your reservoir.”

“What?” I nearly stopped. “Now?”

“Mmmhmm.” She closed her eyes, squeezed one breast through her uniform with one hand, continued to massage her pussy with the other. “Now.”

I closed my eyes. Couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. The world was a maelstrom of crimson and starbursts behind my eyelids, the sensation around my cock so intense it felt like being buried by the world’s biggest wave. My pulse was pounding in my ears, her every moan like a blast shattering my concentration.

Sweat ran down the side of my face. I moved a hand to cup her smooth ass, hold myself steady. Worked at keeping my pace regular, and in that regularity find some means of transcending, using the rhythm to guide me.

And then the vast sun-blazing owl eyes were there, gazing down at me with their wretched indifference, and I wanted to laugh, to give them the middle finger, no matter what or who they were. I kept ass-fucking Imogen as I gazed right back, and then, like a benediction, an absolution, my reservoir opened beneath me and I dove down, into its glittering depths.

Manipura was a coruscating roar without end, while Muladhara had opened, petals peeled back to reveal its infinite ruby depths. The cord of fire that bound me to Imogen’s portal burned so bright I could barely look at it, and all the while I felt a massive ebb and flow as of some spiritual tide, a great suck and exhalation as my body, miles away, continued to work her ass. 

I felt ablaze with my own power, righteous, infinite in my capacity for love, triumphant in being blessed enough to experience this, and then Imogen’s portal opened and she appeared on the far side in her spirit form, which burned as if carved from the surface of the sun.

In another world, my body fucked her ass. In this one, she floated toward me, pristine and glorious, her hair undulating behind her, freed of her customary braids. I embraced her, the touch of her souls sending an electric shock through me, such that I jerked forward, sliding my cock roughly into her depths, and her cry near broke my concentration, even as she raised her blazing lips to my own and we kissed.

I was wondering, she whispered, pulling her face back to gaze into my eyes. If you have a spirit cock.

Spirit… I blinked, looked down, and saw that my visualization of self did indeed have a yearning shaft of its own.

Imogen laughed, delighted, even as she moaned somewhere else, and reached down to grasp my cock with her blazing fingers even as it slid into her ass in another world.

The doubling of sensation was dizzying, overwhelming, like nothing I’d ever felt before. Arms around my neck, Imogen floated up, and then lowered herself upon me, impaling herself, legs wrapping around my waist, and we spun in slow circles about the cord of gold as I fucked her, our lips locked, the ecstasy spiraling higher and higher, burning all thought, all sense of self, completely away.

I opened my eyes. Imogen lay curled up on the armchair before me, eyes closed, biting one finger, my cock sliding deep through her tight brown ring, into her coiled, pulsating depths. Closed my eyes, and she was in my arms, my cock searing a path in and out of her pussy, which was beyond anything I’d felt.

Time ceased to have meaning. There was only Imogen, her body, her spirit, our perfect union. I began to move faster, harder, sensed that she didn’t mind, was enjoying it now, and she moved with me pushing back, groaning louder. My thrusts into her pussy picked up speed as well, and she released me, floating back so that she was splayed out before me, arms caressing my fields of magic, eyes closed, crying out in my reservoir as I fucked her.

But I didn’t lose control. Didn’t let slip my focus, didn’t lose my pace. Instead, I remained in that groove, sliding in and out, my breathing rising and falling, centered deep in my chest, the wave of ecstasy building, building, our bodies burning ever brighter, until I came, deep inside her ass, pulsing my seed over and over again inside her, clutching her, straining as deep as I could, her cry of joy shattering the reservoir.

Waves of force emanated from us, causing the walls to shimmer, to undulate, and again Svadhisthana blossomed below Manipura, vast sunflower petals spreading wide, a vortex of power and magic blossoming from its depths like a tornado, enveloping us, spinning us about as we continued to come.

I opened my eyes. I was bent over Imogen’s hip, buried to the hilt in her ass, which was squeezing me like a fist. I could feel a continuous roar within me, not my chest, but my spiritual self, and when Imogen opened her eyes she laughed, tears running down her cheeks, and whispered, “Come back to your reservoir.”

It was instinctive. I closed my eyes and was there. The air was golden with Svadhisthana’s energy, filled to the brim, and there blazed the sunflower sanskara, rotating slowly, massive and overwhelming.

And not disappearing.

Imogen yet floated beside me, our spiritual bodies having come apart, and I took her hand and gazed at the sanskara in wonder.

“What is happening?” I asked. “Why’s it not fading away like last time?”

She turned to me and grinned. “Welcome to the first circle of Svadhisthana, Noah. You’ve just connected to your third sanskara.”

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

Imogen and I sat on the bed, facing each other, knees almost touching. She’d returned to her sanctum, her portal sealing after her, and now we were fully engaged in the world of the flesh alone.

And yet.

I could feel that vast sunflower alive within me. It was the weirdest feeling. A pulsing warmth just below my navel. I had to check the urge to dip into my reservoir and gaze upon its glory. Instead, I grinned at Imogen. “So you’re saying I’m going to be irresistible to all women now.”

She thwapped me on the shoulder. “That’s not the point, Noah. Please pay attention. Svadhisthana is one of the more delicate paths to tread. Where Muladhara is simple in its needs, and Manipura direct in its usage, Svadhisthana is the first sanskara you’ve connected with that requires conscious and careful usage.”

I nodded gravely. “I understand. Just tell me one thing. Do I look even more attractive now than before?”

Imogen glared at me, then reached forward to pinch my arm. I laughed, fended off her hands, and then assumed a solemn expression once more. “My apologies, sensei. This pupil is ready to submit his body to the mystical sexual arts of Svadhisthana.”

“I give up!” said Imogen, throwing up her hands. “This is what happens when too much power is thrust upon a juvenile. Disaster!” But then she smiled, leaned forward, and rubbed her nose against mine, voice dropping to a whisper. “But yes, if you must know. You’re looking even cuter than before.”

“Cuter?” I jerked back. “Svadhisthana makes me cuter? What happened to devastatingly handsome, erotically undeniable, the ne plus ultra of male desirability?”

“Higher circles, sorry. You’re going to have to settle for ‘cuter.’ Now. Are you ready to listen?”

I pretended to grump. “Fine, fine. I need to advance in these circles, quick.”

“Svadhisthana is often the last sanskara that a practitioner will open. It can ensnare the mind, the soul, and turn into a labyrinth from which one is unable to escape. Think of it as a tightrope, and in need of focused and calibrated usage. Mess around, indulge, abuse your power, and you’ll never progress again.”

“Wait. You’re saying it’s a trap?”

“It can be, especially for men. It’s the sanskara of creativity and sexual energy. The wellspring of our deepest and most creative energies. Not just in a sexual manner, though that’s a large part of it - those who are able to tap and channel its powers find themselves best able to commune with their creative, imaginative sides. To generate, to bring forth, whether that be art, children, change in the world, anything and everything. But too many focus exclusively on sexual energy. What should be an act of joy becomes a whip with which they manipulate others. And the more you wield it as a whip, the more constrained you become, and the more your power dwindles. There are many cautionary tales of young male practitioners who indulge their basest appetites and found their magic disappearing until they are left sordid and wretched and alone.”

I frowned. “I feel like you’re hinting at something, but your point eludes me.”

“Noah!” She glared at me in outrage, but that amusement was still there, barely suppressed. “Can you take this seriously for a moment?”

“Fine, fine. What about young horny girls? They don’t get tripped up like we young horny males?”

“It’s different for women. We have wombs, our energies of procreation are - whether we choose to have children or not - wound differently through our souls, tied into our ability to create life within us. Men create by penetrating, by inserting themselves into the world, into women. Women can do the same through art, through many other means, but our ability to create life within us changes our bond to Svadhisthana. Makes it so that our horniness, as you put it, is tempered - usually - by a wider, deeper appreciation for its powers.”

“That sounds sexist.”

Imogen shrugged. “Women have wombs. Men don’t. Women can bear children. Men can’t. Women have to live with the consequences of creation in a way that men never have. However you choose to spin those facts, there are differences, basic biological differences. And these are just general principles. Many women push back against them, strike out on their own path, interpret these lessons in their own way. But in general? Women don’t go mad and try to enslave every gorgeous man they come across.”

“Wait, you can do that with Svadhisthana? Enslave gorgeous women?”

Imogen rolled her eyes. “See? That’s what I’m talking about. How about I just ignore your comments from now on so I don’t end up beating you black and blue?”

“I don’t think you’ll be successful,” I said, leaning forward to run a finger over the swell of her calf, to the inside of her knee, then slide my hand up her stockinged inner thigh and under her skirt.

She thwapped my hand. “You’re incorrigible! The Source has made a terrible mistake, giving you this power!”

“Actually, I think it was you that helped more than anything else,” I said, moving my hand to cup her mons, feeling her heat through the flimsy fabric of her stockings. “Who took me in her ass while fucking me in my reservoir?”

“I… “ She bit her lower lip. “I may have had a plan… an idea that - OK, stop!” She pulled my wrist away. “This is important, Noah! You’ve just gained the potential for immense new power. The least you can do is listen?”

“You’re right, you’re right.” I raised my hands in surrender. “OK. I’m listening. You were saying I shouldn’t enslave every gorgeous woman I come across.”

“No. You shouldn’t. Doing so will pervert your power, strangle off your connection to the Source, and leave you gelded. Svadhisthana is meant to be a celebration of life, of creative energy. A righteous practitioner doesn’t impose himself upon others, doesn’t force other people’s interests and passions into unnatural channels. Instead, he receives honest, free given love, and uses Svadhisthana to derive magical and spiritual power from that union. Now, true, a devotee of Svadhisthana who decides to dedicate himself to that sanskara will freely enter into relationships and sexual unions - but does so honestly, welcoming love, not demanding it. And if the practitioner is honest and righteous, they won’t have to demand or coerce love. It will be freely given. People will sense their power, their sexual and creative vigor, and freely give themselves.”

“Svadhisthana is the best sanskara,” I said, nodding firmly. “I declare it the winner.”

“Now, there are many rituals and studies that allow you to invigorate your reservoir with magic through sexual union, but the same holds true for artistic or other creative expression. What you must learn to do is both harness that power that comes through joyous sex, and cleanse it at the same time, though, of course, you can cleanse through Muladhara after, if you so wish.”

“So if I’m running low on magic I can just hop in the sack to refuel? Amazing.”

Imogen lowered her face to her hand and shook her head. “Hopeless. It’s like trying to teach a puppy not to pee all over himself.”

“You had a puppy back in your home world?”

“No,” she said, straightening. “Of course not. But I tried to raise one in the library on Bastion, after. Very frustrating.”

I laughed. “All right. So sacred sex.” 

“Yes. What we’ve been doing - playing around, experimenting, enjoying ourselves - has been wonderful. But it’s all been first circle stuff. Tonight was a little different. Did you notice how you didn’t lose control as you usually do at the end? How you kept a rhythm, and allowed yourself to cum in that manner?”

“Yeah?”

“That was the first step on this path. Now, I don’t know much about Svadhisthana beyond general theory, but everybody knows that the practitioners of this sanskara are able to have sexual experiences that are mind shattering, spiritually exalted, that elevate both partners.”

I reached out and took her gloved hand. “I kind of felt that with you. While we were making love in my reservoir.”

“Yes.” Her smile was at once tender, vulnerable, and beyond happy. “I felt it, too. But Svadhisthana provides you with means to achieve that with greater purpose, and to stay there for longer. There are rumors of practitioners who are able to have sex for days, achieving levels of bliss and spiritual enlightenment that we other magic users can’t begin to comprehend.”

“Days?” I wanted to laugh. “You’re kidding.”

Imogen shook her head.

“Now, on a practical level, you should tend to Svadhisthana as you do Muladhara and Manipura. Bond with it frequently, channel and cleanse magic through it. You will find yourself more confident, more embodied in your sense of self. More you. And you’ll also discover that by tapping Svadhisthana, you can enhance your natural charisma. This will only work on those who find you sexually appealing - so it won’t work across sexual preference boundaries - but it can be everything from very subtle to a hammer over the head. And here is where the temptations begin. It’s very easy to justify using Svadhisthana to influence interactions in your favor. But the more you do so, the easier it will become to justify doing it again. And the more you use Svadhisthana in that manner, the more it will adapt to that usage, giving you greater power over others, making its usage more thrilling, more pleasurable. And before you know it, you’ll be well down the path toward destruction.”

“Got it. No, I really mean it. Don’t hit people with the sexiness hammer. But I can just tap it for generalized appeal?”

Imogen nodded. “Like you do with Manipura.”

“OK. Let me see.” I closed my eyes, resting my fingertips on Imogen’s knees, and took a deep breath. Allowed myself to sink down into my inner darkness, finding my reservoir with ease. Down along the burning golden cord. Past Manipura’s black sun, to hover before the rotating petals of Svadhisthana’s sunflower. 

It was gorgeous. Just gazing upon its great face made me want to shout with joy. Quickened my pulse, sparked my imagination. I felt myself growing hard, felt my mind racing with new ideas. Could meditating upon it serve as a source of inspiration? 

The great petals were like burnished golden swords, a hundred of them slowly turning about the dark and multifaceted face of the flower itself. Where Muladhara had rubies, Svadhisthana had a million black crystals, like clustered columns of faceted obsidian. I gazed upon its dark depths, and wondered if the symbolism was that apt; gold on the surface, with potential for darkness in the core?

A deep breath and I reached out to the sanskara, that blind fumbling which I’d done with Manipura the first time. Felt its rushing, swirling nexus of power, felt it wash over me, and gasped - my veins ran with fire, and my mind lit up with images, strange and fey and wondrous. I saw impossible alien planets, saw kaleidoscopes of swirling color, heard music pouring from between the stars, felt the need for a pencil, a pen, a brush. Was this what artists felt in the midst of their greatest creative outbursts?

I narrowed the channel between us, and the rushing roar grew muted, defined. Deep breaths. My blood still felt like liquid flame, but now I wasn’t being tumbled down a waterfall of creative, sexual energy; now I was merely lit up with it, and gazing down at my spirit body I saw myself radiating light, a pulsing, flashing fire that demanded release.

I opened my eyes. 

Imogen was staring at me. 

“Notice any change?” I said, unable to restrain a smile.

“I’m wetter than the fucking ocean,” she whispered, and then I saw her dry swallow.

Which only made me harder.

I composed my features into what might have been studious focus. “Shall we resume our lecture?”

“Fuck the lecture,” said Imogen. She moved forward, shoved me back on the bed. An actual shove, knocking me back. I laughed, fell onto the mattress, and then looked down as she wrestled with the knot of my drawstrings, yanked them free. Jerked them down to my knees, and took my straining shaft in one hand.

“Oh,” she murmured, gazing at it, then lowered her face, closing her eyes, to rub her cheek against it. “By the Source and every shining star, I love your fucking cock.”

“It’s all yours,” I said, closing my eyes and resting my head back, enjoying the sensation of her lips closing over my head, the hot wetness of her mouth as she took all of me, allowing me to slide into her throat, burying her face in my crotch. 

“Oh fuck,” I whispered, and felt a jolt of joy, a lurch in my chest. Felt Svadhisthana rotating in my core, felt its powers aligning with what I was feeling, draw from the pleasure, and fuel my reservoir even further, pouring magic into my already full spirit. 

Imogen was gently rubbing my balls, head bobbing up and down my shaft, the sensation deliriously amazing - but I tried to hold on. To remain aware of Svadhisthana. And found that by doing so I could delay the orgasm that Imogen’s expert ministrations we’re coaxing forth. Felt that great pressure arise within my core, but balanced it out, allowed it to simply hover over me, like a thundercloud that never actually broke into rain.

Finally, Imogen sat back, gasping for breath, chin slick with spit, eyes a little wild. “What’s wrong? Why aren’t you coming?”

I propped myself up on my elbows. “I could. I’m just holding it off.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Svadhisthana?”

I nodded.

“Already? You’re delaying your orgasm?”

“Feels like it.” Had I messed up? Was it fair to do so? “What you were doing felt so fucking good… I didn’t want it to end.”

“Oh!” She brushed her bangs back, wiped the spit from her chin with the back of her sleeve. “I thought maybe it was the opposite, that I wasn’t getting you there.”

“No!” I sat up, reached for her face, kissed her soundly on the lips. “It was - amazing. Just - yeah. I was exerting my will, you know? It wasn’t even a conscious decision. I just - I could feel the orgasm coming, and simply… delayed it.”

“Impressive,” said Imogen, hand finding my cock to slowly pump me. “Why do I get the impression you’re going to take to Svadhisthana like a fish to water?”

I grinned and kissed her again. “No idea.” I flopped onto my back. “Now take off your stockings. I want to fuck your pussy in the real world. We’ve still got some hours till dawn, right?”

“A few,” she said, hurrying to oblige, yanking her stockings down. They were soaked, I saw, and the thick, sensual smell in the air filled with her scent. She moved to straddle me, reached down to guide my cock. “Now, keep delaying your orgasm. I want to cum at least three or four times before you do.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I said, grinning up at her. “I’ll see what you can do.”

Imogen sighed as she lowered herself onto me, settling down, adjusting herself, till I was sunk all the way into her depths. And there she stayed, clenching me and releasing, moving her hips in the subtlest of circles. “This… this has the potential to be… very good indeed.”

I closed my eyes, took hold of her hips, and set to making love to her all over again.

 

* * * 

 

The following days were amazing. That constant fear of being killed or ambushed by agents of Lilith finally began to abate, and we settled into a rewarding routine: punishing training with Valeria in the mornings, early afternoons meditating and training with Imogen, and early evenings either running errands, relaxing, or helping prepare for dinner.

Which, after we dragged in several repurposed doors and set them up on barrels, we began to do around a large makeshift table each night, developing a true feeling of camaraderie as we laughed, teased, shared food, and drank whatever new beverage we managed to steal from above.

We never lost track of the seriousness of our endeavors, however; news began to filter down to us through our intermittent contact with merchants and time spent exploring topside of the starvation that had struck a large portion of the Final Skulls’ domain; with an entire C-Machine missing, and the others performing in a lackluster manner, rationing was imperfectly implemented, and word of entire floors of skyscrapers begging for food began to spread.

Which… was awful. No way around it. It caused Imogen to redouble her efforts, often staying up late into the night as she worked on the C-Machine, and the rest of us to tackle our training with grave intent. If people were going to starve so that I could carry out the Source’s mission, then we’d do our best to be ready for when the opportunity finally came.

We met with Unadeen, affirmed that we had the C-Machine, and asked him to implement plans to get it working as quickly as possible producing food when we handed it over to him. Which brought us the realization that inserting the C-Machine into a new production pillar was going to be an endeavor by itself, but Unadeen assured us that he’d get enough qualified technicians and magic users to make sure it happened.

Rumors also began to spread that the Gold Fists were staging attacks on the newly weakened Skulls, and I even heard one noodle merchant speculate that Unadeen’s faction - the Questors - had allied with the Fists, promising increased rations in exchange for martial support. 

I couldn’t tell what was rumor, what was fiction, and what was fact. The politics at play were too complex, too old, and my information too second-hand for me to really piece together an accurate picture. But as the markets flooded with starving people, as the atmosphere in Tagimron grew ever more bleak, and as violence broke out with ever greater frequency, I could only feel a certainty that we’d put wheels in motion and disrupted the delicate balance of the sphere.

Imogen kept us appraised of her progress. On the third day she figured out the pattern to pierce the outer shell; on the fifth day she deducted how to travel to the outer reaches of the manifold space in her spirit form from within her sanctuary; on the seventh she described reaching a glade of sorts, a floating island of grass in a milky void, and in which the statuette, or C-Machine spirit itself, stood guard over a spiritual portal.

“It was amazing,” she said, leaning over her bowl, waving her spoon and uncaring that she was spattering Brielle with sauce. “Everything went from this vague, miasmic impression of forces, realms, and ley lines to a solidified island of matter. Spirit matter, or whatever, but with its own gravitational pull: I was drawn to it, landed on what felt like real grass, and there saw the guardian spirit of the C-Machine.”

“What did it look like?” asked Emma, listening breathlessly.

“Like a golden ghost. Vague outline, perhaps ten feet tall, a sense of… I don’t know, like it was made from inanimate matter, like stone or earth. A blocky feel to it. Like a golem, I suppose. And it saw me, and spoke to me, but I decided to pull out before committing myself to an answer.”

“And there was a portal there?” asked Brielle, frowning down at her shirt.

“Yes. A perfect archway filled with glowing gold mist. No telling what was on the other side. Rising up from the grass, abstract in shape. It’s really hard to convey how amazing it was. But it worked! I was able to hear and understand the statuette.”

“What did it say, exactly?” I asked.

Imogen frowned. “Its words were: who art thou, and what is thy purpose?”

“Pretty direct,” I said. “Can we all journey there together, you think?”

“From our sanctums? We’d have to. We can’t physically reach that place. I’m sure I could guide you there - and Brielle, too - from within your reservoir.”

“Wait, I’m not going to be able to leave Tagimron?” asked Emma, voice suddenly tight with alarm.

“I don’t know,” said Imogen. “I’m sorry. But we’d need to access your spirit form to get you through.” 

“Remember how I woke up Valeria, when she was under the spell of the black paladin armor she was wearing?” I looked around the table. “Maybe I can do the same with those of you who haven’t awoken your spirit bodies yet. Enter your sanctums and, I don’t know, fireman carry you to this portal.”

And then, of course, it hit me. I wasn’t bonded to Neveah. I had no access to her spirit body. She was staring at me pensively, a thin line between her brows, and from the way the others glanced back and forth between us it was obvious they’d keyed into the same truth.

“Let’s start at the beginning,” said Imogen. “We need to speak with this guardian further. It’s not simply a question of traveling through to the next sphere - which, by the way, we haven’t chosen - but rather dealing with the Enigma’s challenge.”

And she reached up to touch the leaden circle in her brow.

“So we ask the guardian if it can remove the circle?”

Imogen shrugged one shoulder. “It’s a start.”

“We should launch an exploratory mission,” said Brielle, voice firm. “Imogen, Noah and I should travel there together, and there parlay with the C-Machine’s spirit. Establish what it can and can’t do, to where the portal leads, and so forth. A scouting mission. We’ll then return, determine a plan, and go from there.”

Emma looked discouraged. “I’ve not even entered my own sanctum yet. Or seen Muladhara.”

Imogen reached across the table and squeezed her hand. “One step at a time, yes?”

“Right,” said Emma, but she didn’t sound convinced. 

“Wait a second,” I said. “Everyone, step back for a moment. Can we appreciate what Imogen has just pulled off? In a week she’s navigated and figured out the complexities of a divine artifact that has defied the greatest magic users of Tagimron for decades.” I raised my cup of acrid wine and held it up. “Can we fucking toast the amazing talent and genius of this lady?”

Imogen grinned and shrugged her shoulders up about her ears as everybody called out their appreciation and raised their cups, then raised her own and allowed us to toast her.

“I mean, if there was one activity outside of being with Noah and helping defeat Lilith that I’d rather spend my time doing, it would be research along these lines,” she said, still grinning. “I could spend the rest of my life trying to understand artifacts like this and die happy.”

“Maybe one day,” I said. “But for now, what do we need to do to get ready for this exploratory mission?”

“Not much,” said Imogen. “We should be well rested, our magic reservoirs full, and ready for whatever may come. So perhaps we should attempt this mission come morning after an hour or so of centering meditation?”

“Agreed,” said Brielle. “And I think we can assume it will challenge us in the same manner as it did the first time. I’ll prepare our response.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Then, for tonight, we should eat, drink, and celebrate. And come the morning, we’re going to go deep sea diving into the heart of that artifact.”

As we ate, as conversation flowed, as people speculated and joked and teased each other, I caught Neveah gazing at me every so often, the slightest of frowns on her face, and knew that she was mulling over our imminent predicament. 

The fact that, if she was to escape Tagimron by my side, she’d need to do it in spirit form. 

And that would be completely impossible until we bonded.

The very thought sent my heart racing, and not necessarily in a good way. But, as Imogen had said, that hurdle lay farther down the road. For now, we had to negotiate with the C-Machine itself. 

So I forced myself to ignore that needling concern, and drank, laughed, and enjoyed the evening along with the others as best I could.

 

* * *

 

The next morning I arose, refreshed, having slept alone for the first time in many nights, and made my way out to the circular meeting chamber. Valeria was already there, stripped to the waist but for the wrap around her chest, practicing a sword form by herself. 

I crossed my arms and leaned against the archway, entranced by her savage grace, her leonine power, the smooth interplay of muscles across her back and shoulders. She wielded her blade with supreme confidence, her hand never shaking, the blade never wavering, sweeping and slashing, retreating and parrying, slicing high, stabbing to center, cutting low. 

Spun, parrying an imaginary blow to her back - and froze at the sight of me. 

“Hey,” she said, smiling, reaching up to wipe the sweat from her brow. 

“Don’t let me interrupt you,” I said, smiling back.

“No - that’s all right. I’ve done enough. You ready for today?”

I pushed off the archway, stepped into the circular chamber. “As ready as anyone can be for something out there and unknown. Sure. Yeah. I’m ready.”

“That’s the spirit.” She was mastering her breath, quickly bringing it back under control. “I wish I could be of more help. It feels like more and more the things that matter are being taken care of on a level beyond me.”

And for a moment I didn’t know what to say - with magic playing an ever more important role in our battles and lives, the ability to merely be lethally effective with a blade was becoming of ever less value.

But I just smiled easily at her. “As soon as you gain access to Manipura you’re going to be a terror.”

She snorted, sheathed her blade, and followed me over to a side table to draw two cups of water. “If that happens.”

“It will. I know it. I can feel it. The way my reservoir is set up, the bond I can feel with each of you - not to mention that I’ve seen your spirit form, remember? You just need to find a way to connect with it.”

“Fair enough.” She didn’t sound exactly convinced. “I’ll keep working on my meditations.” She frowned down at her cup. “And. Well. I don’t know how to bring this up, but… these past few nights. You’ve been spending them with - well.”

I didn’t quite blush, but I did feel awkward. With Brielle and Imogen. “Yeah.”

“And perhaps it would help me develop my magical abilities if we bonded more.” She glanced up, a searching look. “I mean, you enjoyed the last time we were together, right? At Unadeen’s?”

“Valeria, of course -”

“Because I know I’m not as -”

“Valeria, listen -”

“But if it’s for the good of our mission, then we should make an effort to -”

I reached out, took hold of her hand, gave it a shake. “Quiet.”

She frowned at me, pursed her lips, then looked away.

“You know I enjoyed our time together. I’ve loved every time we’ve made love. You’re -”

“Good morning!” Imogen strode into the room, head cocked as she tied off her left braid. “How did - oh.”

Valeria pulled her hand free and gave me a brisk smile. “Of course. No need to explain. I understand. I’ll go wash up.”

And walked out of the room.

Imogen turned to watch her go, then looked back at me, eyebrows raised. “Trouble?”

I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Is there anywhere in the Savior instruction manual that explains how best to balance the needs of each companion?”

“Nope!” Imogen moved over to the table and peered into one of last night’s cartons. “You’re shit out of luck there.”

“Thanks. Real helpful.” 

She beamed at me. “Anytime. But… maybe we should come up with an informal rotating shift?”

“Rotating shift?”

“Where you take turns with each of us, night by night, so that nobody gets jealous? We could draw up a graph, then everybody would know their place and nobody would get irrationally jealous.”

“That’s… perhaps a little too rational of you.”

She shrugged a shoulder. “Well, that’s my suggestion. Take it or leave it.”

Emma came in next, still yawning, her blonde hair mussed, rubbing at the back of her head. “Morning. So today’s the day?”

“Today’s the day,” said Imogen. “Are there no clean plates left?”

Brielle and Neveah entered in short order, and after a light breakfast of cold, greasy leftovers, we settled into a row, facing Imogen, cross-legged and alert.

Valeria joined us at the last moment, and then Imogen led us through an hour-long meditation, during which I took time to channel with each of my sanskaras, marveling once more at Svadhisthana, cleansing my magic through Muladhara until it was as clear as air, and when the time came at last to begin I was brimming with energy and resolve.

“All right.” Imogen smiled at us as she relaxed. “That’s enough for now. Let’s sit in a triangle around the C-Machine. Brielle, we’ll meet Noah in his reservoir. From there I’ll guide us into the manifold.”

We rose and moved over to the gleaming gold statuette where it was placed on the floor. I considered it. Like a primitive idol, features exaggerated, shoulders about its ears, knees under its chin, arms wrapped around its thighs. Curved spine, all of it compact and gleaming gold. 

I sat, took a deep breath, and smiled at the other two girls as they sat. “Ready?”

“Ready,” said Brielle, tone grim.

“Ready,” said Imogen, bobbing her head.

Neveah moved to lean against the wall. Emma sat at the dining table, turning her chair to face us. Valeria remained seated on the far side of the room, arms wrapped around her knees. 

“Here we go then. Good luck.” I closed my eyes. Inhaled deeply, and sank into the reservoir. 

I floated down the length of my golden cord, then turned to the two burning filaments, extending my hands toward where they formed their final loops. Willed the portals to open, and found to my delight that they did so, revealing Brielle and Imogen’s sanctums. Both women floated through to join me, each perfected in their spirit form, reduced to a glowing idea of themselves, eyes blazing, mood near tangible as my reservoir filled with tension.

Let’s hold hands, said Imogen. That bond will make this easier.

What’s she saying? asked Brielle. 

In response I extended my hands to them both. Once they clasped them and took each other’s hands in turn, Imogen closed her eyes and I felt her focus emanate out from her like a wave of pressure. 

It felt like falling into myself. A second reservoir, a further deepening within my soul. But no; I was falling into Imogen, or perhaps being guided into a new depth by her will. The experience was disorienting and hard to pinpoint; the end result, however, was that my reservoir fell away and when the world about us reoriented we were floating above a planet, orbiting it like some blinking satellite eight miles above the surface.

This is… whoa, I said, hitting a new eloquence high.

It was stunning, however, and I don’t think either woman begrudged my amazement. I felt infinitesimally small, one of a trio of specks hovering above a swirling gas giant. About us was a starless void, devoid of moons, galaxies, milky ways, anything. The giant planet was all there was, and gazing down at its swirling bands of milky, variegated cloud bands was overwhelming, disorienting.

Awe inspiring.

It seemed massive, far greater than Earth, and its curvature was alive with slowly moving streams of muted umbers, grays deepened in their centers to cobalt blues, highlights of sienna orange, ripples like wind carvings across a desert floor of pale bone white, bands of pale purple that lightened to fuchsia. All of it slowly churning, ebbing and flowing, appearing static at a glance but endlessly mutable the longer you watched it, like cloud formations on a windless day.

That’s the manifold? asked Brielle.

It is, said Imogen, tone contemplative, and I felt immense relief that they could hear each other now. Was it that we were holding hands? That we’d all elevated our bonds to the next level? As long as we were touching, it seemed we’d be able to communicate.

And those color patterns, I said. Those are the lanes of intersecting wards you were talking about?

Yes, said Imogen. See how the pale grays and bone whites look like rivulets of milk poured into a bowl of darker hues? How they spill forward and curl back on themselves like a stream? They’re our entrance ways. 

It’s so vast, said Brielle. I’d no idea the statuette was so… immense on the inside.

The more I study it the more I think it’s an artifact of the Source. Made by its hand and set in place within the Tree of Life, a priori to humankind’s arrival. Nothing and nobody, no matter how brilliant, how powerful, could ever devise something on this scale. This level of complexity. 

And all this is just part of a permanent portal? I asked. Seems a little much, no?

No, said Imogen. A permanent portal works a stunning miracle so consistently that we come to take its magic for granted. This - what we see before us - powers that miracle, makes it so that the rules of the universe can be bent, can be broken. Over and over again, as many times as is needed, forever. 

We floated awhile longer, still holding hands, watching as the colors streamed and flowed into each other, and then Imogen tensed.

There. The opportunity I’ve been waiting for. We dive!

And down we flew, hurtling in triangle formation, skydiving down toward that vast planetoid, angling out toward a particularly amazing eddy of white whose very center was revealing a roiling midnight blue crack. Faster and faster, but I felt no wind, felt nothing but awe and terror as we hurtled down toward the cloud masses.

Imogen didn’t veer, didn’t hesitate. Down we speared, the planetoid rapidly expanding to fill our entire field of vision, becoming an endless plane of tormented hues whose far edges curved away, and then all was the milky gray and bone white, the stream itself bigger than I could have imagined, the ultramarine and cobalt blue center closing, narrowing, devouring itself even as we careened toward it.

Hold on! Imogen’s cry came just before we flashed into the last remaining spar of blue, which closed behind us as we plummeted into the cloud mass. I felt a piercing cold, and gazed about in wonder as we flew ever down, through what looked like a nebula of blue cloud formations, everything foggy but shot through now by twinkling, rushing lights, small particles that formed towers, that spread out and shifted as if alive, anticipating our approach.

I laughed, exhilarated, amazed - only for a vast shape of darker gray to come sliding into view on our left like the prow of the Titanic. 

Imogen pulled on our hands, caused us to veer aside, tumbling over and putting on speed, skimming down the front of the gray prow, fighting to keep just ahead of it. Despite its size it was moving with terrible speed - in a matter of moments it was right beside us, its surface sizzling and swirling like molten lead. A cry of effort tore itself from Imogen’s throat and I willed myself to fly with her, to not be a dead weight. Brielle was doing the same, her crimson hair streaming behind her, and together we shot forth and just past the gray mass as it passed over us.

The deep blue shaft we were flying down veered, grew diffuse, lightening and disappearing, fragmenting and shifting as we followed it. Imogen guided us down some invisible path, twisting down side shafts, cutting back to the main path, dodging intruding colors and hues, slowing down and then speeding up, until at last we broke free of the miasmic clouds of sulfurous yellow and caustic orange, our blue shaft fading away altogether at the end so that we tore through into a clear sky in a desperate, suicidal plunge.

And there came to a stop, floating above the center of the planetoid, which was, as Imogen had said, a tiny floating island, incongruous and surreal. All around us curved the atmosphere of the statuette, the miles of magical clouds, but here, in the core: a tiny, impossible island complete with archway and guardian.

Don’t be fooled, said Imogen. This isn’t the true core. It’s just one tiny facet that I’ve honed in on. The actual manifold is impossible to process with our eyes, folded as it is into multiple dimensions. We could walk those roads, but I don’t know who or what we’d be when we came out the other side, or reached the C-Machine’s actual center.

It was beyond me, but no matter. There was the guardian, large and golden as she’d described. We flew down, and as we did the gravitational pull took hold of us, just as Imogen had described; at the very last we rushed in with terrifying speed, only to alight, feet sinking into the grass with almost no force of impact.

The island was perhaps the size of a tennis court, its edges ragged as if it had torn itself free of some other body of land, and covered in shin-high grass, the blades a very faint, metallic green that looked gray in one light, white in another. The portal’s center thrummed and swirled with a nebulous, aureate cloud, and even I could sense the density of its magical power. 

The guardian shifted, orienting on us. He was more a suggestion of a humanoid than a definite being, his outline vague, obfuscated within his own golden glow, his form blocky, massive, like an earth elemental or golem. No features, just a smooth spirit form that spoke of strength, solidity, and permanence.

Who art thou, and what is thy purpose?

And despite having agreed to let Brielle answer, something compelled me to speak. I am the Savior, chosen of the Source, and I travel to Malkuth to defeat Lilith and cleanse the Tree of Life of her corruption.

Brielle opened her mouth to complain, thought better of it, subsided.

Be welcome, Savior. Before you may continue your journey, however, you must accomplish the task set before you by the Master of Tagimron. 

The Elegiac Enigma? I tried to keep the disgust from my voice. He is an agent of Lilith. His trials are an extension of her evil. Can you let us pass without undergoing his trials for the good of the universe?

No. For as long as this is the sphere of Tagimron, he is the Master. The nature of this sphere dictates that you must succeed according to his rules. Thus you must accomplish his task before I can allow you to journey on.

Well, fuck. I glanced at my companions. Neither seemed very surprised. How may we go about turning these circles of lead into gold?

You and one companion must pass through my portal and pass the trial that awaits you on the other side. Having done so, that companion’s circle were transmute from base lead to exalted gold. This you must do five times.

Great, said Brielle. I thought we’d never have to undergo another set of five trials. 

Looks like I’m the only one that will have to do it five times, I said. Well, I don’t think we have any choice. The Enigma clearly didn’t want us to get this far. Which means we must be on the right track. 

Agreed, said Imogen. And perhaps its irrational, but I trust this guardian, even if he is being forced to serve the Enigma. I feel like he’ll play the trial straight.

As straight as he can, said Brielle. So who will go first?

I had no doubt. Imogen and I will tackle this first. I plowed on before Brielle could argue. She’s our strongest magic user and the most knowledgeable about this realm. This is her realm of expertise. We’ll approach this first trial with as much strength as we can muster.

Fine, said Brielle, then I heard her sigh. You’re right. I’ll await you here?

Two must pass, one must return, said the guardian. I shall send you home.

Better than just sitting here, I guess. Brielle released Imogen’s hand, turned to face me, moving close. Pressed her hand to the side of my face and gazed deep into my eyes. Come back to me.

I will, I said, and leaned in to kiss her. A lingering kiss, and I sensed at last Brielle’s fear in how she clung to me, refused to let go of my hand until she had no choice. 

Take care of him, she said to Imogen.

Who didn’t bother to answer.

You may enter when you are ready.

Reluctantly, I turned from Brielle to square up to the portal. Together, Imogen and I floated forward till we hovered right before the gold cloud. 

I tried to imagine what lay on the other side. Another alien landscape? A trap? Something of Enigma’s devising? Or had he warped an existing element of the statuette, so that we’d emerge into an M.C. Escher-esque world of broken architecture and broken laws of physics.

Ready? Asked Imogen, squeezing my hand.

Ready, I said, and together we floated forward and entered that golden fire.

The wind was cold, a bitter scythe that swept down from the high stone walls that surrounded us to blow dead leaves in flurries about our feet. The ancient flagstones underfoot were buckled and shattered, their raised surfaces limned silver by the light of the three moons that flew overhead, visible through the ragged strips of charcoal gray clouds. 

A courtyard, large and bleak, rusted siege machinery of some kind set against one far side to molder, archways choked with portcullis. Towers rose into view, one in particular being massive, more a cylindrical keep than a tower, easily fifteen stories tall, like a great brutal fist being raised in defiance to the night sky. 

“Oh no,” whispered Imogen, shrinking against my side, clutching my arm.

“Where are we?” I turned in a slow circle. Three archways, all of them blocked. “This place abandoned? We in a castle?”

My clothing had changed. I was all in black, the cloth of thick, worsted wool, a tight blazer buttoned diagonally down the front, leggings, and what looked like pointed black slippers.

Shard was gone. 

I clasped my hand to my waist in shock, my stomach lurching within me. 

“Not abandoned,” said Imogen, voice shaking with terror.

I’d never heard her like that. Stared down at her. She was staring toward the largest portcullis, in which a regular-sized door had swung open, a rectangular lattice of metal bars, admitting a tall figure in a trailing cloak who was approaching, a lantern floating off and above their left shoulder.

“Imogen?”

“This can’t be,” she whispered, pressing closer to me.

“Imogen, what’s going on?”

The figure slowed, stopped. They’d caught sight of us. No fear, no threat of violence. A moment, and they began approaching. A woman, I decided, from the subtle sway of her hips. The sound of her boots echoed off the high walls. 

Imogen stared at her, transfixed.

“Imogen, talk to me! What’s going on?”

“We’re back,” she said, sounding dazed, unmoored. “This isn’t a castle. It isn’t abandoned. It’s… it’s my old academy.”

 

Chapter 12

 

 

 

 

The lantern was floating just behind the figure, making her a silhouette as she approached. Smart, I thought - that way it wouldn’t ruin her night vision. 

“Imogen, talk to me. Who is that? Should we be ready to fight?”

The approaching woman was close enough now that I could make out more details. Long black hair falling down in waves halfway down her back, covering half her face. Which was stunning. She was older, mid-thirties perhaps, angular cheekbones, wide lips, skin pale as bone. She could have been a model - no, fuck that. In her black leather getup, she looked halfway between the mother superior of a nunnery and a dominatrix. Several belts were wrapped around her broad hips, buckles gleaming silver, more buckles holding what looked like a corset together down her front, heavy black sleeves ending just after the elbows but hanging down past her wrists. A leather skirt draped one leg all the way down to her boots, while the other was exposed right up to the hip, a black leather thigh-high boot hugging her leg as if painted on. 

And fuck me, the aura of power that preceded her, like a bubble of force, drying out my mouth, nearly pushing me back. I didn’t need Imogen to warn me: this woman was terrifyingly powerful.

“Novices. What by the Source do you think you’re doing out of your dormitories at this hour?”

Her voice was sultry, soft, yet laden with menace; as if such were her authority that she didn’t need to threaten or speak loudly. 

“Abbess Miriam, I’m - this isn’t what -” Imogen was falling apart. Her voice was filled with panic, horror, fear.

“A tryst, is it?” The abbess raised her chin, eyes narrowing a fraction. I could imagine her on a stage, such was her wounded charisma, her disdain. Imagine her being worshipped by a frenzied crowd as she crooned and sang lyrics of pain and contempt. Could imagine her reclining in a throne, presiding over a BDSM club, watching with lidded eyes as men and women in latex and leather writhed on the floor before her.

It took real effort to assert myself. I raised a hand, stepped forward. “She’s right. We’re not from here. We’ve been sent -”

“Silence,” said the abbess, not even looking at me.

My voice ceased working. I could breathe, but for the life of me I couldn’t vocalize.

“Novice Imogen.” The abbess’s voice was laden with disappointment. “I would have thought you’d have learned your lesson by now. To break curfew. To meet another novice in the hopes of - what - a sordid fuck against the wall? Do you crave to be used so badly you’ll risk the Hole?”

“No, abbess,” said Imogen, clutching her skirt with her hands. “I swear it, I’m not, I mean, this can’t be happening -”

“Silence,” whispered the abbess, and Imogen’s mouth snapped shut.

Enough of this shit. I raised my palm, drank deep of Manipura, summoned a levenbolt into my palm. 

The abbess finally turned to regard me, perfectly angular eyebrow rising. “Stop this nonsense,” she said, and I froze. Her words slid between me and my will to act like a heated blade. I raged against her control even as my levenbolt died in my palm, its lurid flickers going dark.

“Release your magic,” said the abbess, and I did, my power sliding away from me, Manipura’s energies and might fading in a moment. “Close your sanskaras.”

I didn’t even know how I did it, but I felt Muladhara’s petals fold shut over its core, felt Manipura’s roaring blades slow and stop, felt Svadhisthana grow dark. 

And at no point did the abbess seem as if she were exerting herself. She considered me, gaze flicking up and down my length, wide lips pursing. I couldn’t read her thoughts for the life of me.

“Your boldness is matched only by your idiocy,” she said. “Threaten me? I adore your arrogance. Kneel.”

Her words were like bonds of steel. I could no more resist them than I could hold back an avalanche. I dropped, knees banging against the cobblestones.

“Imogen. Darling Imogen. I can’t begin to fathom how much trouble you’ve brought upon your head. But you can ameliorate your punishment by transferring it onto this man. Take this.” And she reached behind her back, unclasped something from her belt, and pulled out a fucking bullhide whip, coiled into a tight circle and gleaming in the moonlight. “Administer thirty lashes. Each one you deliver will be deducted from your own total.”

No psyche-imperium behind those words. She was giving Imogen a choice. 

Imogen faltered, stepped forward, took the whip. Stared at it, eyes wide behind her glasses. Glasses that were whole once more, I saw, the shattered lens replaced.

“I… abbess, I cry your pardon, I can’t…”

“Oh no?” Genuine surprise. 

Imogen let the whip fall to the cobblestones. “I… no, abbess. Please. Forgive me.”

“You must really like this one. Do you crave his touch so badly you’ll risk being flayed? Are you such an animal, Imogen, that you’ll do anything to be pleasured?”

Imogen shook her head, mouth working, no sound coming out.

“Lie down then, my dear. I won’t have you think me utterly without a heart. On your back, now.”

I watched, stunned, struggling to rise, unable to move a muscle or touch my power, as Imogen stiffly did as she was commanded, her black dress rustling as she lay back, her whole body shivering. No, shaking with fear.

The abbess stepped up and gazed down at her. “Why is it that the ones with the most potential disappoint us the most? You could go so far, Imogen. Achieve so much. Yet here you are, out in the dark, seeking a quick fuck. Do you need it so badly, Imogen? Then here. Let me oblige you.”

And the abbess placed the foot of her boot squarely on Imogen’s pussy. Began to grind it back and forth, staining the white apron with mud. 

Imogen squeezed her eyes shut.

“Go on, my dear. Release that need. You want to cum that badly? Then go ahead. Orgasm at my touch.”

The power in her words seared the air, left a taste of ozone in my mouth, and like that Imogen’s body movements changed. She whimpered, reached her hand up so as to bite her knuckle, turned her head aside.

The abbess gazed down at her imperiously from on high, grinding her boot into Imogen’s pussy, pushing hard - and to my horror I saw Imogen respond, begin to buck her hips, her moans growing louder, her body writhing across the filthy cobbles. 

A moment more, and she came, a shattering orgasm that had her nearly sit up, stomach cramping, only to flop back down, tears running down her cheeks, body shivering and shaking as the abbess finally took her foot away.

“Better, my dear? Has your fever broken? Good. Now. On your feet. Take up the whip.”

Imogen jerked herself up to her feet, forced upright like a marionette, and bent to take up the coiled circle of leather.

“Now, these strikes won’t be deducted from your own count, but they shall be dealt regardless. Stand three yards behind this idiot, and give him thirty lashes. As hard as you can. Go.”

I ground my teeth together in fury and leaned into the abbess’ psyche-imperium. It was like trying to force your way through a wall of cement. There was no give. Her control over my mind was total. Sweat broke out across my brow, and a low moan of strain came from the very depths of my being. The taste of blood filled my mouth. My hands were clenched so hard my knuckles cracked.

The abbess stepped to one side. “Begin.”

She wouldn’t do it, I thought, Imogen wouldn’t.

A slash of ragged fire cracked across my back, causing me to spasm. Surprise, shock, and then, coming right after, pain - caused me to grunt and nearly fall over.

“One,” said the abbess. 

Another crack, another slash of pain across my back, the blow expertly dealt, the pain exquisite, shocking, breathtaking.

“Two,” said the abbess. “Pick up the pace.”

The whip strikes came in quick succession thereafter, laying down a pattern of agony across my shoulders and back, shredding my blazer, lacerating my flesh. I didn’t cry out till the eleventh blow. Blood was flowing hot and thick, pooling along the edge of my leggings, soaking into the fabric.

Worse, infinitely worse, was the sound of Imogen sobbing as she dealt the blows.

That sound brought me out of my agony. With supreme effort I turned my head to glare at the abbess. She stood, statuesque, one long, booted leg thrust forward, weight on her other hip, arms crossed over her breasts, watching. The subtlest of smiles on her broad lips. Raised an eyebrow at my glare, but didn’t remark.

And I didn’t make a sound thereafter. Even as the world began to swim with pain, even as my body began to feel strange and liquid and wrong, I held the screams down. Tried to project strength into Imogen, to bolster her horror. I yearned for Manipura, to fortify myself with its might, but nothing came. 

It was just me. My body, my muscles and bones and sinews and will against the lash. I stopped listening to the count after twenty. 

Everything started to feel far away. Even the pain became an awful totality that was too immense for me to understand. I inhaled, fought to even my breathing, and found myself falling into a meditative trance. No reservoir, no access to my power, but a place of silence, of isolation.

And into that void came the twin blazing eyes of that huge fucking owl. Pitiless. Distant. Inhuman.

And for the first time, gazing up at them from a place of such agony I couldn’t even feel my body, I felt like I understood them. Understood their detachment, their cruel remove. Felt a strange kinship for them, for their attitude, and drew strength from their righteous bleakness. 

“Thirty,” said the abbess. 

I was still on my knees. Hunched over, back curved, unable to think, stunned into silence, shielded only by my meditative trance. The owl eyes receded but, I thought, did so reluctantly. 

“Perhaps you’re not a total waste of a human,” said the abbess, tone pensive. “I would have thought you reduced to a mewling wreck by now. Still. You’ll remain kneeling there until I send someone to fetch you. Don’t move. Don’t attempt to break my control over your mind. Don’t attempt to use your power. Do nothing but wait until you hear the word ‘discipline,’ at which point you will obey the speaker as if their commands were my own.”

And the coils of her power shifted about my mind, solidified, clamped down. I couldn’t even turn my head. Remained frozen, bleeding, exhausted, chest heaving, as she looked past me to where Imogen stood.

“And you, novice. You will follow at a distance of five steps behind me. Will not attempt to use your power, rebel, or think independently until you are told otherwise. Your punishment will wait till I finish my rounds. And then, well. You will have ample opportunity to consider your mistakes. Come.”

And the abbess turned on her heel to walk away. Imogen stepped into my field of vision, her face pale, her eyes wide and staring, looking as I’d never seen her. She stared at me in helpless horror, and then was gone, moving to fall in step with the abbess who disregarded her utterly.

A moment later they were both gone, passing through another of the inserted doorways set in one of the portcullises. 

Leaving me alone in the bitter cold. In the dark, beneath the light of those three alien moons. 

I don’t know for how long I simply knelt there, stunned, blood soaking my leggings, eventually running in thin rivulets over the saturated fabric to feed into the cracks between the cobbles.

The pain was terrible. As time passed it became ever more demanding, seeking to absorb all of my thoughts, to drown my sense of self in its raging sea. It felt like a furnace was blazing inches from my back, searing my flesh, cooking me alive. But I couldn’t move. Couldn’t even shift my weight or change my posture to find some modicum of relief.

Muscles began to cramp. The pain in my knees grew. Minor complaints compared to the ruin that was my back. 

I fought for calm. To return to that state of meditation, but the pain was too much. I’d reach that trance, hold it for a short spell, then sink back into the agony, overcome.

The moons slowly crossed the night sky. The cold sank into my very bones, so that I shivered and shook, jaw chattering. I don’t know how much time passed. It felt like an eternity. My thoughts were sporadic, shattered, hard to hold onto. 

I thought of Neveah. Tried to think of how she’d handle this pain. How she’d handled so much more. And gained a modicum of strength from it - only for the pain to roll in like a beachcomber, and tumble the sandcastle of my resolve apart.

Despite the abbess’s commands, I began to slowly keel over. I didn’t have the strength to remain kneeling. Life became a struggle to simply not tip over onto the cobbles. Muscles strained, burned, tore, and for - what, maybe an hour? - I hovered there, on the verge of collapse.

And still no one came.

The darkness over one of the walls began to lighten. Birds flew overhead. But still nobody came.

Despair. My thoughts grew delirious. What if no one came? What if that abbess decided to leave me here for days? Until I starved to death?

Memories played before me. Scenes from the near past and distant. Turned dreamlike, melding with each other, nonsensical, haunted by emotions and fear. I couldn’t stop them. Couldn’t control them. The pain and blood loss, the cold and despair were too much.

What was she going to do to Imogen? 

I had to help her. Prevent that sadistic bitch from harming the woman I loved. 

Anger. 

A fiery spar on which I could grab. 

I clutched it like a smoldering coal to my chest.

That anger, that determination, lasted till dawn broke. A bell tolled, and one of the inserted doorways in the portcullis to my left opened, releasing a stream of what looked like novices. Young women in French maid outfits, youths clad in the same black blazers and leggings as I wore.

I stared at them, helpless, hoping my torment was coming to an end - but my hope turned to ashes in my mouth as they made their way to the other portcullis, casting curious glances in my direction but otherwise taking no notice of me.

I wanted to cry out to them. Beg for water. Ask for help. Ask after Imogen. But I couldn’t make a sound. Simply knelt there, wracked by pain, contorted over onto my side, and watched as the last of the group passed through the other doorway and disappeared.

That’s when my anger guttered and died to be replaced by despair. 

The morning passed by slow degrees. Time had never seemed so slow. My mind dipped in and out of awareness. Half the time I felt as if I were drifting in a fever dream. My knees were completely numb. My back cramped up so badly I couldn’t have straightened up if ordered.

The sun cleared the walls, blazed coldly down upon me. I drifted. Time lost meaning. Sweated, shivered, hurt. 

The sun dipped down toward the far wall. The air began to grow cold. I couldn’t focus my eyes. I’d aged a hundred years. 

Thought of Neveah again, and drew strength once more. She’d survived six months in Bastion’s dungeons, suffering under Taniel’s ministrations. 

With supreme effort, working at my body as a sculptor might a block of stone, I righted myself. Pulled my weight back over center. It took everything I had. No battle was ever so protracted, its outcome so much in doubt. Sweat ran down my face, stung my back. I was definitely fevered. Thoughts wandered, scattered, but always I drew them back, thinking of Neveah, of her achingly blue eyes, her somber face. 

Dusk fell. 

Students passed to and fro, going, perhaps, from one class to another, their passage marked by the tolling of bells. At one point three young men strode up to stand before me. Faces hard. Eyes harder. Studying me, taking in the wreckage of my body, before shaking their heads and walking away.

The courtyard grew dark. 

The sun dipped behind the far wall. Shadows lengthened, their edges grew vague and bled into each other. 

Night fell.

My whipping seemed a lifetime ago. 

My thoughts had become simple. I didn’t even picture Neveah’s face anymore. I just said her name. A dull mantra that soon lost all meaning.

But I held onto it, and through that, to my sanity.

My fucking resolve.

So that when at last, at some point in the night, a stern youth approached, lantern in hand, I was able to crack open my eyes and peer up at him with some modicum of self-control.

“You sorry bastard,” said the kid. He was a teenager, perhaps seventeen, clad all in black. I couldn’t make my eyes focus on his face, which blurred and danced before me, so I closed my eyes instead.

“Discipline,” he said. “Now, come on. Get up. Let’s go.”

I couldn’t get up, I wanted to tell him. Was so cramped and stiff I felt as if my body had been turned to cast iron and broken wood.

But my body obeyed with dumb force. And I screamed as I made myself stand up, muscles snarling, back uncoiling, cracks opening up in my wounds so that fresh blood ran down my back. My vision whited out. Never could I have done this of my own volition: it was only the abbess’ psyche-imperium that made it possible to grind my way to standing, the pain stunning, mind-shattering.

But rise I did and stood there, swaying, blood in my mouth, blood down my back, blood in my boots, blood in a puddle where I’d been kneeling.

No pity in the youth’s flat stare. I could make out that much. He turned and walked away. And like a shambling zombie, I followed, fighting as hard as I could not to fall. Not to collapse. Not to scream again.

We walked along a stone arcade. Entered a doorway into a large stone building. Shadows and echoes. Statues and alcoves. A hallway, steps leading down.

All of this barely understood. It felt like forcing myself through the heart of a shifting nightmare. Every ounce of will and energy put into simply keeping up with the youth.

Into a large, vaulted chamber. Beds set in a row against each wall. A hushed air. Moans. I was brought over to an empty bed, told to sit. The mattress an inch thick, barely any give. I stared blankly out at nothing.

Someone stepped up alongside me. Voice professional, tired. Questions.

The youth answered.

A hand on my shoulder. I wanted to look up, see who addressed me, couldn’t, in the end, be bothered.

Then pain. Lacerating, splitting, shattering. Like white hot mercury pouring into the cracks of my back. I screamed, spasmed. Hands pushed me down upon the bed. I writhed, but my body felt far away. Felt as if I were being lowered into boiling oil. The taste of blood, grown so familiar. I couldn’t breathe. Heart felt as if it were going to burst. Shouts. 

Then a blow to the side of my head, and everything went dark.

 

* * *

 

I awoke by slow degrees. Saw the world about me before I knew what I was looking at. Simply lay there, staring, feeling vacuous, detached. The pain was gone. My body felt numb. Sheets up to my chest. The air chill, my sinuses congested, the back of my throat stinging.

I blinked. Came to myself. For how long had I been lying there, staring at the empty bed next to mine?

The moment my thoughts slid back into place, I reached for my reservoir.

Nothing. As if a film of ice had grown over the entrance. The abbess’s command still lying between myself and my power?

I grimaced, turned my head, felt something about my neck. Reached up, touched a metal collar. Ridged, complex, segmented. 

“Anti-magic collar.” The voice feminine, bored, impatient. “I’m mildly impressed, Noah. You’ve fucked up spectacularly to have ended up like this.”

It was a shock to see her dressed in the black and white French maid’s outfit I’d come to feel was exclusively Imogen’s. But this girl wore it slightly differently, tighter here, tweaked there, so that it hugged her figure more, rode a little higher up her black-stockinged thighs. Black hair tumbled down over one shoulder over her chest. Face sensual and beautiful, with thick eyebrows arched over large eyes in whose depths glimmered complex, indecipherable emotions. Snub nose, full, bee-stung lips. If we’d been back home on Earth I’d have guessed her to be Mediterranean, a Sophia Loren or Monica Belluci type at eighteen. 

I pushed myself up to sitting. What to ask? Where to begin? After a few seconds’ hesitation, I realized there was only one thing I wanted to know: “Imogen?”

“So it is love. How quaint. And disappointing. I thought you had better taste.” Her amusement more obvious. “Imogen has finished her excoriations and is now recovering in the Hole. Seems she’s more in it than out.” The girl cocked her head to one side, regarding me. “You should have known better, Noah.”

She spoke as if she knew me. “Who are you?”

A frown. “Who am I? You don’t know me?”

I shook my head.

“Great. They fuck up your memories? Or did the abbess rewrite your mind? Just how much trouble did you get in, Noah?”

“I’ve not lost my memories.” I spoke carefully, trying to impress her with my seriousness. “I’m not a student here.”

Serena raised her eyebrow in obvious skepticism. “Really.”

“Really. Listen to me. Imogen and I traveled here from the sphere of Tagimron.” And then I stopped. A plea for help would clearly fall on deaf ears. I needed to start getting smart. How to appeal to this girl’s better self? Blurting out the truth would probably only get me mocked and reported. Which might lead to the abbess herself interrogating me. The very thought of her ordering me to tell her everything was enough to make my blood run cold.

But might that not lead to my release? If I revealed that I was the Savior? Imogen’s academy was aligned with Bastion, was it not?

But no. This wasn’t the academy. We were within the C-Machine’s manifold. This was a test of some kind. So no.

Fuck, I had to be careful.

“Sorry.” I rubbed the base of my palm into my eye. “Bad joke. But yeah, my memories are gone. I don’t remember anything.”

Serena was watching me carefully. “Fuck, Noah. What do you remember?”

“The academy, of course. Our purpose here. But nothing personal. Nothing about my place in it.”

She blew a curly lock of black hair out of her face. “Great. You know what’ll happen if they find out.”

“Nothing good.”

“Nothing good,” she agreed. “Do you remember us?”

“Us?” From the way she said it, I could sense the shadings, the insinuations. 

“You don’t.” And her expression turned calculating, if only for a second. 

“We’re friends?”

A scornful smile. “You could say that. Why do you think I’m wasting my time sitting here?”

“Thank you.” My mind was spinning. Too much to process all at once. I had to adapt, reorient. Find a way to get to Imogen. “What’s our best next move?”

“To get you out of here.” Serena stood. “And see just how damaged they’ve left you.”

I swung my legs out from under the sheets. Realized I was naked. Froze.

Dark amusement. “It’s nothing I’ve not seen before.”

“Fair enough.” I was past being shy. Stood, moved to the folded clothing on a nearby stool, started getting dressed.

“Noah,” said Serena, voice shocked. I went to turn around, but then stopped, felt her hands on my back. Not flirtatious. Hesitant, rather. “By the Source.”

The sensations across my back were dulled, as if I were a thin layer of rubber over my skin. I could feel hard ridges under her fingertips, however. Whorls. 

“They near flayed you,” she whispered. “I didn’t know it was this bad.”

I finished pulling up my leggings. “How long was I asleep?”

“Two days.”

“Two days.” Enough to scar over, to heal. And then the last memory came to me: the shattering pain. Healing magic. Carelessly administered. Two days. That’s how long Imogen had been suffering. Plus the time I’d been left kneeling in that courtyard. 

Three days, then. My stomach clenched in fury. Three days of torment. 

“Let’s go.” I yanked my tunic on, grabbed the new blazer by the collar. “Which way?”

Serena led me past the beds, out through an arch into a broad hall. Through a maze of corridors that eventually spilled out into a quadrangle of grass hemmed in on all sides by the walls of a huge, cathedral-like building. A contained quad. Students crisscrossed its surface, following narrow white paths that led between huge sundials and bronze statues of glowering figures. Students of different ages, the youngest perhaps ten, the eldest around my and Serena’s age. 

Curious stares. Nobody tried to stop us. 

We crossed the quad, entered a large door. Up steps, down a hall lined with doorways, up another flight, a third, down another hall. The air here hushed. Down to a closed door. 

“Your room,” she said, pushing the door open. So, no locks. Led me into a square chamber. Large bed against one wall, sheets unmade. Desk against the other, piled high with books and papers. A small window, warped glass allowing light in but stopping me from seeing out. A threadbare carpet across the stone floor. Lantern standing on a bedside table. Wardrobe. Chamber pot. Little else.

Serena closed the door before me. “You recall your class schedule?”

I shook my head.

“Your thesis project?”

I shook my head again.

“The faculty? Rules and regulations?”

“I don’t remember shit,” I said, moving over to the window. 

“Then you’re fucked. You might as well confess. They might be able to restore your memories.”

“No,” I said.

“You can’t pretend to know this stuff,” said Serena. “They’ll find you out.”

“Then I’ll pretend I know but don’t care.” How much could I confide in her? We’d been involved. In her mind, perhaps we still were. 

“That you don’t care.” Rich amusement and disbelief. “You don’t even know what you’re saying.”

“I don’t see as I’ve got much of a choice.”

“Not if you want to graduate next year, no.” 

I turned to her. She was leaning against the wall beside the door, her curves evident beneath her maid’s outfit, eyes narrowed, arms crossed over her full chest. 

“Tell me the basics,” I said. “What I need to know so that I can fake the rest.”

“Why should I?”

That gave me pause. “A favor.”

“And what do I get in return? I’ve already lost half a day waiting for you to wake up, and now you can’t even give me the satisfaction of telling me why you chose to fuck that little prodigy. Or can you? Do you remember that much?”

The decision was instantaneous. I shook my head. “No idea.”

“It’s not that I care. You can do what you want. Fuck whom you want. But Imogen?” She shook her head. “I thought better of you, Noah.”

I shrugged. “Don’t know what to tell you. But I need this favor. Without your help they’ll find me out and expel me.”

Consideration. “True.” No pity. More of that calculation. “I’ve got you at my mercy.”

No denying it. “Yes, you do.”

“Do you still care for Imogen?”

I shook my head slowly. “No.”

“Sorry, Noah. Don’t believe you.” Her amusement turned cruel. “You’ll have to work harder to convince me.”

I needed Serena’s help. Without it I was fucked. So I didn’t hesitate. “I don’t care for her.”

“Call her a whore.”

That gave me check, but I crushed my anger. “She’s a whore.”

“No,” said Serena, tilting her head to one side and smiling winsomely at me. “Say, ‘Imogen is a whore. A filthy little cunt I wouldn’t piss on if her face was on fire.’”

I went to say the words, felt them choke in my throat. Forced them out regardless. “Imogen is a whore. A filthy little cunt I wouldn’t piss on if her face was on fire.”

“Hmm.” Her gaze was piercing. “I don’t know.”

But I could she that she did. That she knew exactly what she was doing. No hesitation in her eyes. 

“You’ll have to work harder to convince me, Noah. Get on all fours.”

I was committed. Keeping my face neutral, I lowered myself to my hands and knees.

“Crawl over to me. Like a dog. A dog that fucked the wrong bitch, and now needs to make amends. Crawl over to me, Noah Kilmartin.”

Everything within me rebelled. My innate desire for dignity. My anger. My outrage. My concern for Imogen. My need to dominate the situation, control it. 

But I steeled myself. Without Serena’s help I was screwed. I knew it. She knew it. There was nothing for it but to comply.

So I crawled over to her. 

Slowly.

As I drew close, she raised the hem of her skirt, gathered it and the white apron in bunches about her waist, revealing black stockings that ended mid-thigh, suspenders attaching them to something hidden under her clothing above her waist. Black panties.

“Lick me, dog.”

Heart hammering, my fury growing along with my reluctant arousal, I went to reach for her panties, to pull them down over the swell of her hips.

She smacked my hands away.

“Did I give you permission to pull them down? No. Lick me through my panties.”

I bit back my response, moved in closer. She was wet, the fabric of her panties clinging to her folds. I hesitated for but a second, and she shifted her weight on her feet, pushing her crotch forward.

I licked the front of her panties, sensing that she wanted me to do so slowly, tasting the fabric, how soaked she was, the hint of the slit between her lips. 

“That’s better.” Her voice low, satisfied. “I don’t need you to be faithful to me, Noah. But I need you to show better class. To not shame me by rutting with cunts like Imogen.”

A dozen retorts leaped to my lips, but I bit them back. Continued to lick her through her panties, focusing now on the nub of her clit, working my tongue from side to side so that it slid back and forth.

“You’ll have forgotten this, so I’ll remind you.” Her voice hard, as if she weren’t feeling any pleasure. “Survival isn’t guaranteed. It’s not enough to be talented. Strong in the arts. You need the right alliances. To garner influence with the right people, whether they be students or faculty. Power. And power is given as much as taken.”

Her fingers stole into my hair, clenched into a tight fist. I hissed as she jerked my head back so that I was forced to stare up at her.

“You had power, Noah. You were top tier. No longer. Now you’re mine. And as long as you prove useful, I’ll keep you around. My little dog. To use as I will. Do you understand?”

God for a levenbolt. 

“Yes,” I said, voice low.

“Yes, Mistress Serena,” she whispered.

“Yes, Mistress Serena,” I said.

“You need now only focus on one thing. Keeping me happy. I don’t think you’ll last long, but it will be amusing to watch you try. To have Noah Kilmartin at my beck and call. You keep me happy, I’ll keep your secret. You disappoint me?” She made a disapproving, clucking sound. “Then your fall will be final and total. Understood?”

“Yes, Mistress Serena,” I said. It was disorienting, how firmly she wielded this newfound authority, the complete lack of doubt or weakness. 

“Mine,” said Serena, and thrust my face back into her crotch. And this time she used me, holding my head with both hands as she crushed her pussy against my nose and lips, rubbing forcefully from side to side. Smearing her juices against my cheeks. 

Like she was staking her claim.

I could feel her watching me, observing me. And then she shoved my head away, allowed her skirt to fall down the front of her legs, and moved to my bed. Sat on its edge, crossed one black-stockinged leg over the other, leaned back on her straight arms.

Fuck. How far was this going to go?

But it seemed we were done. 

“You have two, sometimes three classes a day. Being a senior, you’re given study periods during which you are expected to work on your thesis. You were exploring the Qulaani methods of amplifying Muladhara’s output through faceted crystals. Your notes and work are all on your desk. I don’t know nor care about the details. Meals are served in the refectory, though seniors are given access to Musgrave Hall where finer fare is served. The start and finish of classes are signaled by the tolling of the Black Bell. Curfew is signaled by the Hallowed Bell. Being caught outside or in public spaces invites severe punishment. You are, as a senior, allowed free run of the senior halls and quarters.”

She paused, considering me. “You are so fucked.”

“Which classes was I taking? Where were they located?”

“Two requirements, two electives. Your requirements were Advanced Streaming and Braiding with Father Kraus and Sanskaran Metaphysics with Mother Ophelia. Your electives were Qulaani focii with Father Jantal and Toral Debasement with Mother Warg.”

She then proceeded to tell me where each class was located, roughly how to get to them, and other key rules of the academy.

It took half an hour.

By the end I realized just how right she was. Everything from the various and gradated terms of respect owed to different faculty and administrators to the regulations around where you could be and when depending on the hour, status, and day of the week were hopelessly Byzantine. 

I fought down despair. I’d manage. But most importantly, I had to make new friends. Any questions about locating or helping Imogen would only trigger abuse from Serena. 

“Starting tomorrow you’ll be expected to return to your classes. Good luck.” She rose from the bed.

I stood. And despite everything, I didn’t want her to go. Familiarity? A known element in a sea of unknowns? I crushed the desire to ask her to stay.

“It’s going to be amusing watching you try to keep your head above water,” she said, stopping before me. “To think you’ve fallen so low. Oh Noah.” She reached up, caressed my cheek gently. “This could have all been so very, very different.” Her voice grew low, little more than a whisper. She rose to her tiptoes so as to brush her full lips against my own. “But you had to fuck that conceited little whore. And now? Now you’ll pay the consequences.”

And she pushed past me and let herself out the door.

I exhaled, shoulders slumping. Moved back to the window and stared out the rippled glass, not seeing anything. Simply letting the events of the last three days play over in my mind.

Saw again the abbess grinding her boot into Imogen’s crotch as she compelled her to cum. How quickly Serena had pivoted to using me. Her focus on power. The callous way I’d been treated, whipped near to death and then brutally healed.

I was going to have to get wise if I was to survive here. Imogen had told us tales of how terrible this place was, but only now was I starting to understand how truly bad it had been.

Was.

I fingered my anti-magic collar. I had to get it removed. And where was Shard? What resources did I have? What could I leverage?

Noah Kilmartin had been someone here. From the way Serena spoke of me, I’d been a political figure of some import. I could perhaps still leverage that. How I interacted with people would determine how far I fell from grace. 

I placed my fists on the cold stone ledge beneath my window. Resisted the sudden urge to put my fist through the glass. Fuck this place. Fuck these rules. Fuck the Elegiac Enigma. 

He was behind all this. He had to be. I had to remember this was a test, not the real academy. That this was all designed to break the harmony between my spirit and mind, my heart and soul.

No wonder he’d been so confident. Hadn’t truly cared that we’d acquired the C-Machine. He’d been looking forward to this. To our placing ourselves completely in his power.

But there had to be rules here. This was a test, not a conviction. I just had to figure them out, then use them to get out of here.

Did that mean there was a portal somewhere in the academy we had to reach so as to escape? Was it that simple? And if not, what were we supposed to do? Kill the abbess? Escape into the world beyond?

Uncertainty and fear roiled within me. Underscored by the brutality of the whipping I’d received, the day and night of solitary torment. 

And, I realized, my loss of power. I’d come to depend on having Shard at my side, to be accompanied by my companions, to be able to fly or blast my way through any obstacle. Now, without my magic, alone, and weaponless, I felt lost. Weak. Helpless.

I clenched my jaw. 

Imogen was depending on me. I had to get her out of that Hole. Had to talk to her. Together we could formulate a plan. Figure out our next move. Everything I did had to be focused on that and that alone.

I took a deep breath, then moved over to my bedside table and its pitcher. Poured a handful of icy cold water into my palm, and rinsed my mouth, nose, and cheeks. Washed away Serena’s juices, and felt resolve harden within me.

Whatever it took. I’d see this through. I’d pass the Enigma’s test. 

No matter what I had to do.

 

* * *

 

I slept deeply, dreamlessly, and awoke the next morning with the ringing of the Dawn Bell. That meant I had fifteen minutes to dress and make my way to Musgrave Hall for breakfast, after which I’d have to find my way to Mother Warg’s Toral Debasement class in Mallory Hall.

I dressed, not bothering to light my lamp, and fumbled for Shard reflexively before remembering it was gone. Washed my face, did some quick stretches that Valeria had taught me, and then set forth.

Only to be met with curious stares as I made my way down the hall. Other seniors were emerging from their rooms, all clad in the somber uniform of the academy, and all of them examined me as I walked by.

Nobody made any move to talk, and I was pretty sure I’d trip myself up in conversation, so I made no attempt to make eye contact with anybody, either.

Down the grand hall, down the broad, curving stone steps to the first floor, and then it was easy enough to follow the general flow of seniors toward Musgrove. The sounds of breakfast greeted me as I approached the double doors: the clink of silverware, the murmur of voices, the clack of plates on tables, all of it muffled and made echoey by the size of the hall itself.

I entered and was greeted by the smell of warm food. And like that my mouth flooded with spit and my stomach cramped with hunger. Musgrove looked like a half dozen low-ceilinged rooms all stitched together, divided by columns and partitions here and there, but generally open so that you could wander from one area to the next. The left wall featured a buffet that servants were tending, and a rough line had already formed at its end.

Five minutes later I emerged from the far side with a tray on which a mug of cold milk and a bowl of steaming oatmeal sat. Simple fare, but the dried fruits and nuts that I’d sprinkled over my bowl promised to make it filling. 

And then - ah. The age old question. Where to sit? Seniors were already grabbing tables, engaging in quiet conversation, dividing themselves along invisible lines. There - I spotted Serena walking by with four other students, talking animatedly as the others listened in. 

She didn’t so much as glance in my direction.

I’d be fucked if I’d follow after.

No, it was time for the classic move, and one that I’d perfected in high school until I’d become friends with Emma and Michael: grab a seat by yourself.

That in and of itself seemed to generate interest. I caught numerous other seniors glancing in my direction, and as I put my tray down on an empty table, the whispers and conversation seemed to redouble. If I’d been an alpha student as Serena had indicated, my choosing to sit alone no doubt meant all kinds of things.

Things I couldn’t be bothered to figure out.

I focused on eating. If all the movies and anime and books I’d read were any indication, I’d be meeting a quirky outcast type any moment now, who’d sit down across from me with a bright smile, further ruining my reputation, but ultimately proving to be my best friend and partner in crime. 

I finished my bowl, drank the last of my milk.

Nobody sat with me.

So much for my quirky new buddy. 

I put away the tray and tried to remember Serena’s directions to Mallory Hall. Out the double doors, take a right into the galleried hallway - the Hallway of the Ancients, she’d called it? Take a left at the portal at the far end, then follow the corridor to the antechamber of something or other.

I hefted my backpack and set out, staring resolutely ahead as whispers trailed in my wake. I wanted to ask anyone, everyone if Imogen was out, but knew I had to be careful with my actions. The one advantage I had right now was being mysterious. The moment I started asking blatantly ignorant questions or revealing my concern for Imogen I’d become a known quantity. And that could prove lethal.

My resolve broke down, however, at the tolling of the Black Bell. The hallways had emptied of students, and my attempts to find the right class had turned frantic until at last the peals indicated I was now going to be officially late. 

Fantastic. 

So I called out to a young man who was running by, his desperation evident, “Excuse me! Warg’s classroom?”

He didn’t even bother to respond, but turned the corner and was gone.

I cast around. Why hadn’t I swallowed my pride and asked sooner? Ran after the kid, not knowing what to do, and nearly ran into a stern-faced young woman in glasses, her French maid’s outfit making me think for a wild second that she was Imogen, but no: this girl was far too tall, her brown hair woven into a thick braid that fell over her shoulder, her expression flickering through surprise to dismay to stoic dismissal as she tried to hurry past me.

“Excuse me.” She was going to ignore me as well, so I caught hold of her elbow. “Mother Warg’s room?”

She glared down at my hand, then at my collar, and I could have sworn for a second she was going to strike me.

“Please,” I said. “Please.”

She relented. “Go back the way you came. Second corridor to your right. Down the steps, third door on your left.”

“Thank you.” I ran back, followed her directions, came to the double doors Serena had indicated.

They were closed, and I could hear the sound of someone lecturing behind them.

Fuck. 

Nothing for it. I was late, I was screwed, and I had to face the music. So I pushed the doors open and stepped in.

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 

Mother Warg was not as I imagined. Standing at the bottom of what looked like an operating theater, a score of students gazing upon her upturned and blindfolded face from the rising rows of seats, she paused her lecture at the sound of the door opening and turned to orient on me.

She had to have been in her early forties, her figure lush and full, her burgundy hair parted and braided just like Imogen’s. But there all similarities ended. Her freckled cheeks were reddened just below her blindfold, as if her eyes suffered some mysterious malady, and her robes were ornate and complimented her curves, revealing and pushing up her breasts, narrowing her waist, and then billowing out into a plush skirt that obscured her legs altogether. Her bodice’s neckline plunged precipitously downward, revealing a gorgeously freckled cleavage that was almost shocking when compared to the demure black and white outfits of the students. She could have stepped out of the court of Queen Victoria, but for all her beauty there was no mistaking the hardening of her expression or the lowering of her brows.

“Senior Kilmartin.” Her voice was laden with menace. “You are late.”

“My apologies,” I said, and hesitated. Should I make my way to a seat? Await a further tongue lashing? Was an explanation expected?

“A more lenient professor might take into account the severity of your recent punishment and excuse this tardiness. I take the opposite view. You have much to make up for. Take to your seat, and be careful you do not test my patience further.”

Heart thudding, I hurried to do so, glad that nothing more had come of my being late. Took out my books, my quill, sheaf of writing paper, and then leaned forward, intent on making a good impression. 

Someone, after all, would have to take off my collar.

Mother Warg resumed her lecture, and I quickly gave up all hope of understanding. I might as well have sat in on a lecture on topology. She was discussing, as far as I could gather, a means of converting your magic from one type to another by passing it through, not your sanskara, but instead a geometric shape whose very curvature caused the magic to denature and then assume the properties one wished.

At least, that’s as close as I could get to understanding. 

After awhile, I stopped trying to figure out each obscure term, and instead found myself studying my classmates. Serena wasn’t here, and I, of course, didn’t recognize anyone else, but after half an hour or so I thought I recognized a commonality between all the faces: male or female, dark and light skinned, they all had the same raw intensity to their expressions, the fixed focus, the sober seriousness of people who believed nothing was more important than what they were hearing. Nobody was distracted, nobody looked bored, nobody was passing notes.

I returned my gaze to the professor. She had stepped back, raised a hand, and in doing so caused the lights to dim.

“Let us observe these principles,” she said. “We will begin with a simple taurus. Cranard, manifest a base 1 taurus above my desk.”

All eyes turned to Cranard, a straw-haired youth who might have been good-looking were it not for a burn that covered the lower half of his face. He sat up straight, extended his hands in a complex gesture before him, and then exhaled audibly.

And above Warg’s desk appeared a translucent ring of red light.

I leaned forward, impressed. What sanskara was he tapping to create this illusion, if illusion it was? Looking more carefully, I saw that the ring’s surface was in motion, everything flowing toward its central hole, then no doubt coming around the far curve to appear again in its infinite revolution.

“Now, tighten your radius by twenty-five degrees, making your Rengard Field five times denser.”

Cranard narrowed his gaze as he stared down at the ring, and I saw it contract, the crimson grow more vibrant, and even with my collar about my neck I felt the faint hum of power in the air.

“Observe how the increased density causes the flow of magic across the surface of the taurus to enter the Sigma pattern. This is what allows us to evolve our taurus to a base 2 configuration. Cranard. I want you to focus on the Sigma patterns. Increase their sine curves to a state of near interference without losing the density of your field.”

I had no fucking clue what she was talking about, but Cranard obviously did; clenching his jaw, he leaned forward, and I saw ripples spread out across the taurus, endlessly wriggling their way toward the central hole, undulating in tandem and looking a lighter pink against the deep crimson.

“Very good. The taurus has now fully entered a base 2 configuration, and is now ripe to be transmuted into a solenoid. Following the precepts I outlined in our last class, I want you to degrade the taurus. Begin, Cranard.”

The other students were rapt. The tension in the air was such that I didn’t need to understand what was going on to clue into how serious this was. Sweat was standing out on Cranard’s brow. He extended his hand toward the taurus, clenched his eyes closed, and then with a gasp caused the ring to split, a slice appearing along one side, each end rising and falling and then growing, curling, to form a coil wound into a tightly packed helix.

Cranard managed four, five, six revolutions, and then with a cry he fell back and the image disappeared.

Mother Warg snapped her fingers and the lights glowed brightly once more. “Insufficient control of your Sigma pattern will result in a collapse of the Rengard Field. As Cranard so generously demonstrated. How best can one maintain a strong, regular pattern? Kilmartin?”

All eyes turned to me, and Warg raised her stern, blindfolded face unerringly in my direction.

Shit.

I didn’t even know how to bluff this one. 

“The best way to maintain a strong, regular Sigma pattern is through…” I licked my dry lips. Tried to think of what Imogen would say. “A disciplined approach to mindful meditation.”

Snickers from the other students.

Warg raised an eyebrow. “So thirty lashes have turned you into a comedian?”

I flushed. Didn’t know what else to say, so stayed quiet. 

“Disappointing. Eustace?”

I barely heard the other student’s response. Warg resumed her lecture, going on about the relationship between a stable solenoid’s curvature and its magic field. Twenty minutes later another demonstration was called for, and once more a student was asked to create a base 1 taurus, tighten its radius, increase the sine waves of the Sigma patterns and then degrade it into a solenoid. 

The student in question was a dark-skinned, rather husky young woman with black hair shorn close to the scalp. She managed this with obvious effort but excellent control, so that her coiled helix adopted seven loops before stopping.

“Not bad, Innivar. Now. With a stable solenoid formed of Muladhara’s magic materia, we are ready to transmute our power.” Warg’s blindfolded face searched the students who looked down upon her and the glowing helix. “Kilmartin. Come down here.”

My heart sank. Was she picking on me on purpose?

Guess I’d better not be late next time.

If there was a next time.

I descended the steps to stand beside Mother Warg. In the gloom, her features were bathed in Innivar’s light, her focus intent, her freckles darkened. 

“Come here,” she snapped. I stepped up to her side, and she reached out, did something to my collar. It clicked, came loose, and with a practiced flick she pulled it away.

I near cried out in joy as I felt my magical powers come rushing back to me. Almost I reached for my levenbolt, to flood my system with Manipura, to rise up and -

No. Abbess Miriam had quelled me with but a thought. Who knew what Mother Warg could do?

That and she was watching me. I could feel her stare through that crimson strip of a blindfold. 

So I curbed my power, linked my hands behind my back, and turned to the glowing solenoid.

“Now. Engage your base 1 taurus, Kilmartin. But I want you to streamline your Tau Patterns, flatten their sine wave as best you can, so that you can insert it into Innivar’s solenoid. The goal here is to allow the repulsion between your Tau and her Sigma to draw your magic through her solenoid, cleansing it and cycling it back into your reservoir in a state of double charge. Begin.”

Deep breath. I had my magic back. I’d no idea what she was talking about, but my goal was clear: to somehow attune my magic to Innivar’s solenoid and pass it through. 

I closed my eyes. Fought to slow my pulse. To ignore the intensity of Warg’s voluptuous form beside me. The score of students watching. The impossibility of pulling this off.

Visualized a ring. Colored it crimson in my mind’s eye, tincturing it with Muladhara’s power. Saw the undulating patterns that were the Sigma waves, imagined them as vividly as I could passing over the ring’s surface. What the fuck were Tau waves? Thought on Cranard’s ring. Had I noticed anything else there?

My brow prickled with beads of sweat. I inhaled slowly, deeply. Allowed the fear and tension to bleed from me. If I failed, I failed. So be it. But go beyond the fear. The doubt. The panic. You can’t think this one through. So try to intuit. 

Thought of Imogen. Her spirit form, blazing with light. The Source’s love. Thought of my own instinctive powers. 

And then the blazing eyes of that giant owl were above me, floating in the fuzzy warmth behind my eyelids, great and inscrutable. Witnessing my failure. 

Help me, I said, knowing it didn’t care. That I might as well beseech the sun. How could I appeal to this being, whatever it was? 

Show me, I thought, and willed myself toward it, up like Icarus toward those twin blazing suns.

Who swelled to envelop me, fill up the sky. There was nothing but the surface of those eyes, blank and blazing, like oceans of boiling copper - and then everything shifted.

I opened my eyes, but they weren’t mine, they were overlaid, borrowed, invested, something - and I looked up at Innivar’s solenoid. Its surface was alive with patterns, some massively obvious and striking such as her manipulated Sigma, but between those writhed a hundred others, some so subtle they could only be inferred, not seen. 

And with the blazing fire of the owl eyes overlaid over my own eyes, I saw that the sine curves of the Sigma continuously swelled and receded as if repulsed by another set of regular oscillations, slender and colored gray to Sigma’s red. Tau? 

I extended my hand. Felt the whispering rush of power within my soul. Almost I poured Manipura at the solenoid, but then recalled at the last moment Warg’s injunction to use Muladhara. 

In my depths my great flower opened, petals bending back, rubies blazing forth. I felt power come erupting from my depths, visualized it as a spear along whose shafts the Tau waves were blazing forth like incisions in the sun. 

Sent it flying through Innivar’s solenoid, which immediately ruptured, flaring out into dwindling fragments.

Up above us, Innivar screamed. 

But even so, my magic changed. I felt streaks of its surface harden, grow rich and dense as if made doubly potent. 

Warg swung her arm at me. I saw it too late, my own wonder at my magic’s transfiguration slowing my reactions. A metal rod extended from her hand, and this impacted the side of my neck. Lost all rigidity and snapped around, clicking as it locked into place - and like that my magic fell away, was gone, as distant as if it had never been.

Warg was staring at me, a combination of outrage and amazement, though it was hard to read with her eyes covered. Her ample chest was heaving, and for a moment there was nothing but silence in the amphitheater. 

“What by the Source’s infinite wisdom was that?” Her voice was little more than a whisper.

And… I didn’t quite know how to answer. Bottling down my frustration over being collared again, I forced my voice to grow steady. “A, ah, Tau amplified burst of magic sent through, um, Innivar’s solenoid?” 

“Professor?” A voice from above. Cranard. “Innivar’s in rough shape. She’s bleeding out of her ears.”

Warg shook her head. “Amazing. The depths of stupidity to which my students will sink. Kilmartin, you’ll transport Innivar to the infirmary, and then report to my office immediately thereafter.”

And Warg then took a shuddering breath. “Class dismissed.”

I ran up the steps to where Innivar lay slumped over, blood indeed trickling down her dark cheeks from each ear. Cranard was staring at me, though I couldn’t tell if it was awe or horror. 

“You’ll have to lead me to the infirmary,” I said, hoisting Innivar up over my shoulders. Either she was light or I was just getting that much stronger. “Carry my backpack for me?”

“Sure,” he said, seemingly too amazed to argue. He shoved my books back into my pack, shouldered it, and hurried out the classroom.

Pretty much everyone just stood there and gaped at me. 

Cranard set a rapid pace, and in short order we returned to the infirmary. Innivar hadn’t stirred once. A nun-looking lady in a variation of the black and white outfit directed me to set Innivar on an empty bed. I fought back my guilt as I laid her down. She was still breathing. That was something, at any rate.

Cranard was speaking with the nun, who then came over to check Innivar’s pulse and peel back her eyelids. A frown, and she raised her hands, traced an invisible diagram in the air. Her frown deepened, and then she turned to us.

“She’s near gelded. Deep cavitation in the walls of her sanctum. She came this close to complete magical hemorrhage.”

“I’ll fill out the forms,” said Cranard. “Kilmartin, you’ll have to second my account.”

“Done,” I said.

Thirty minutes later we emerged from the infirmary. Innivar hadn’t stirred once. Cranard held duplicate copies of the report. The nun had ordered him to deliver them to Warg, so we walked together back to her private office mostly in silence.

Until, halfway down an ornately carved stone corridor, Cranard wheeled about and glared at me. “What the fuck was that?”

I didn’t need to ask what he was referring to. “I don’t rightly know. The damage I took and the healing that followed have made it hard for me to remember… some things. Like what Mother Warg was asking of me.”

“And you went ahead with it anyway?” Cranard’s disbelief was searing. “This is an advanced level elective. Only seniors allowed, and only those who Warg thought worthy. All exercises are extremely dangerous, and only attempted after almost a year of preparatory exercises. And you didn’t remember? And decided to just cavitate the shit out of Innivar’s reservoir?”

“I don’t know what to tell you. Sorry clearly won’t cut it. I’ve forgotten enough that I didn’t know how dangerous that was.”

Cranard ran his hand through his spiky straw-like hair. “But not enough that you can’t throw a blast of raw power so intense you nearly took out the wall.”

“That wasn’t a Muladhara strike,” I said. “Just… a visualization.”

Cranard barked a laugh, paused to see if I was mocking him, then laughed again. “Just a visualization? Fuck me.” And he turned to resume striding toward Warg’s office.

Leaving me to trail him behind, confused, wary, and wondering if I should just make a break for it. That or grab him by the neck and demand he take me to Imogen’s Hole. If she was still in there.

But without my magic, what would I do when I got there? 

Not enough options. 

So I bit back my frustration and followed him up three stories, across an aerial walkway connecting two of the academy’s massive edifices, wind whipping at us, and into the faculty quarters. A moment later we were outside Warg’s door, a large affair covered in metal studs and banded in black iron.

Cranard knocked. “Mother Warg?”

Warg’s reply was barely audible. “Come in.”

Cranard pushed open the door, slipped inside. Reluctantly, still unsure if I should run, I followed after.

It was a spacious room. High ceilings, tall, arched windows along one side looking out over a tree-filled quad, the walls covered with shelving on which books and esoteric objects jostled for space. Piles of books rose up between the armchairs that faced Warg’s desk, and everywhere I looked I saw objects worthy of further scrutiny. A model of the Tree of Life hanging from the ceiling; a curved blade whose edges gleamed like quicksilver on the wall above Warg’s chair; a dead praying mantis the size of a small dog in a glass jar, its body gleaming with brilliant chromatic hues.

Warg sat behind the desk, fingers steepled, cleavage glorious, court dress flowing out and engulfing her chair. A man sat across from her, elegant, ankle across his knee, dressed in a black velvet doublet across which subtle, elegant patterns could be seen in charcoal gray. His hair was long and graying across the scalp, though the tips remained dark; his jawline dusted with gray stubble. But for all that he was surprisingly young. I’d have guessed late twenties, perhaps. Handsome, features angular, eyes recessed under heavy brows. 

“Report,” said Warg, leaning back into her chair.

Cranard placed his papers on her desk. “She’ll live, though her reservoir nearly burst. The nurse said there was deep cavitation, and set to work healing her.”

The man rubbed his chin with a gloved finger. “Allowing students to have their reservoirs collapsed in class, Elandra? I thought you ran a tighter ship.”

It was a tone of light mockery, but Warg bristled all the same. “Thank you, Cranard. Dismissed.”

My heart sank. I felt like I was losing my only ally. Cranard pulled the door closed behind him, and then it was just the three of us.

Both professors considered me, Warg pursing her lips, the mysterious man laying his gloved finger over his lips. I wanted to tear at my collar, demand they take it off, ask of Imogen, end this farce - but my memory of kneeling all day and night in that blasted courtyard held my tongue. 

There were real consequences here to idiocy.

“You’ve always been a promising student, Kilmartin.” Warg spoke as if laying down a judgement. “Hence your presence in my class. I don’t think I exaggerate when I say there have been high hopes amongst the faculty that you would place in the Ebon Corps once you graduated.”

If she expected a reaction to that name, she was disappointed. I kept my face expressionless. It helped that I had no idea what she was talking about.

“However, your display today in my classroom was of a completely different order. Undisciplined, rash, and almost lethal to another student. Normally, I’d have you whipped and thrown in the Hole for such carelessness… but.”

The ‘but’ lingered in the air between us. I could somehow feel Warg examining me despite her blindfold. Studied her reddened cheeks, wondered what had happened to her eyes. Knew better than to ask.

“As a preliminary procedure to understanding what took place in my classroom today, I’ve asked Professor Castille to administer a potentiality test. I’ve your file here.” She tapped a folder. “Nothing that we’ve seen inside it indicates any ability to do what you did. Let us see what has changed.”

Castille pulled a suitcase up from beside his chair and placed it on Warg’s desk. Opened it, and I saw embedded in its cushioned interior a complex mechanism of metallic spheres connected by curving golden rods. This he carefully withdrew and set on the table beside the suitcase.

A miniature replica of the Tree of Life, but created with consummate artistry. He then pulled free a rectangle of gold, its face inscribed with countless runes, five slots along its top. He spent the next few minutes connecting it to the Tree of Life, adjusting here, tightening there.

A ghostly voice came from the depths of my memory, unbidden: that of Shalarra, the queen of Bastion: “There are five categories in which any man or woman can be measured. Will. Physical perfection. Magical potential. Social graces, and integrity. Let us see how you score.”

And despite myself, despite everything, I felt my own curiosity sharpen. Castille drew forth at long last five crystals, their faces etched with lines of gold, and set them upon a thick cloth beside the contraption.

“There,” he said, turning to me with a genial smile. “We’re ready. You recall this process? I need not review?”

“I recall,” I said, voice dry. 

“Then let us begin.” He took a deep breath, extended one gloved hand over the contraption, and began to intone in a language I couldn’t understand. The spheres glowed in response, each lighting up with their own dull hue.

“Now, take hold of these batons. Hold them tight, and don’t let go until I order you to do otherwise.” He handed me two golden rods, each ending in a coil of wire that ran into the contraption. 

“Should I remove my collar?” I asked.

“Not necessary. Now. Let us see.” And he took up each crystal in turn and slotted it into the golden control box or whatever the rectangle was.

Warg leaned forward, billowing skirt rustling, and opened my folder.

“Now, let’s see. Physical is at fifty-two. Will power…” Castille gave a grudging nod. “Quite impressive. Sixty-seven. Magical potential… this can’t be right.”

“What is it?” snapped Warg. 

“What do you have listed in his folder?”

“Seventeen, though that was a year ago.”

“This…” He held the crystal up to the window, frowned at it. “Forty-eight.”

“Forty-eight?” Warg’s brows lowered, causing her blindfold to crinkle. “You’re doing it wrong.”

My heart leaped. Forty-eight? I’d been five back in Bastion. 

“That I am not. Let us continue for now. Social graces thirty-seven, and integrity… fifty-five.”

Warg shook her head as she scanned my folder. “None of those numbers match up. Every score has doubled or more. That’s… impossible.” 

I bit back my pride. Fought to remain impassive. 

“Run the test again,” ordered Warg.

Which we did. Castille took apart and reassembled the apparatus, and then took my measurements once more.

They came out the same.

“Impossible,” said Warg. “Those numbers are far beyond the student spectrum.” 

“Agreed,” said Castille, sitting back in his armchair as he considered me. “He’s nearly powerful enough to be a faculty member.”

“But his control and self-discipline are atrocious. As evinced by Innivar’s near death. Still. With that much raw potential. If we were to mold him, to train him, to perfect him…”

“Hmm,” murmured Castille, clearly not averse to the idea.

My pulse began to speed up. They were gazing at me as if I were a succulent morsel. 

“We should take this to the abbess,” said Castille at last.

“We indeed should,” said Warg, but didn’t sound enthused. “But then we’ll lose our little toy.”

“We stand to lose much more by not presenting him.”

“And gain just as much if we work on him in private. Imagine the stir at the Reckoning when he exceeds every other graduate. The glory that will be ours.”

“True…” Castille tapped his lips once more. “True. But there’s only six months till then. You think you can prepare him?”

“Oh, Kilmartin will work if told. Won’t you, Kilmartin?”

My mouth was dry. What was the right play? I had to have my collar removed. I needed access to my magic. I needed more information. Not trusting myself to speak, I simply bowed.

“You’re ignoring the central mystery here,” said Castille. “The cause for this sudden acceleration in power. That is of the greatest value. If we could determine what happened, and then replicate it…”

“Kilmartin.” Warg’s voice resonated with power. “Tell us what is behind this sudden transformation in your power levels.”

Fuck. 

I tried to resist. Marshalled my every reserve. Twisted, flailed within the depths of my mind, but Warg’s words were like chains. They wrapped around my resolve and bound it tight. Panic, deep-seated terror. Had I thought myself sufficiently cunning to navigate these waters? Thought myself cautious enough to evade detection?

Fool!

“I am the Savior of the universe,” I heard myself say, voice wooden, lifeless. “I have been chosen by the Source to destroy Lilith. My powers are growing quickly as I progress through the Tree of Life.”

Warg’s brow furrowed in confusion. 

Castille seemed equally flummoxed. “Is he resisting your command?”

“He wears an anti-magic collar and is without a talisman. He believes what he says.”

“Then he is mad,” said Castille. “The most common limitation of psyche-imperium, the fractured mind, unable to -”

“He is changed, I’ll grant you that, but mad? No. Misled, perhaps.”

Castille was sitting forward, studying me with avid interest. “And yet his newfound powers. Unheard of that they should progress so in just a year.”

“Which sanskaras have you tapped?” asked Warg.

“Muladhara, Svadhisthana, and Manipura.”

“Not completely remarkable for a senior, especially one who has been studying magic his whole life.” Warg licked her lower lip, then bit it, deep in thought. “Kilmartin,” she said, voice resonating once more. “How can you be the Savior if you’ve been a student at the academy your entire life?”

My whole body shook as I fought the urge to respond. Fought, and failed. “I only arrived here a few days ago.” The urge to elaborate was strong, but I kept myself to giving the barest minimum of information.

Warg shook her head in confusion. “Not true. You were enrolled in the academy at the age of seven.”

It wasn’t a question. 

She tried again. “When did you first enroll in the academy?”

“I never enrolled in the academy.”

“Are you Noah Kilmartin?”

“I am.”

“Are you the Noah Kilmartin who enrolled in the academy at age seven?”

“No.”

“Where is that Noah?”

“I don’t know.”

“Where are you from?”

“Ruddock, Ohio.”

“Ohio? Where is that?”

“Planet Earth.”

“Planet… you’re from a different sphere altogether?”

“Yes.”

“Fascinating.” She looked over at Castille. “This is either the greatest display of counter valence I’ve ever seen, or we’ve stumbled upon something utterly wonderful.”

“Ask him how he knows that he’s the Savior.”

“Answer Professor Castille’s question.”

“I was summoned to Bastion and there passed the Five Trials.”

“That’s how it’s done,” said Castille, shrugging. “But the current savior is Ilandro, is he not? Unless he has fallen?”

“Not that I’ve heard. Can there be two saviors?”

“That doesn’t make sense,” said Castille. “We should check if Ilandro is known to have fallen. In fact, it would be a simple matter to send someone to Bastion to confirm Noah’s story.”

“True.” Warg considered me. “But he speaks with great confidence. A trap of Lilith’s?”

“Could be, yes.” Castille’s voice hardened. “Perhaps this is her latest attempt to destroy the academy. Plant a creature such as this in our ranks, and allow him to work his mischief.”

“It would also explain his ability to answer my demands dishonestly. Lilith’s powers of corruption and deception know no bounds.”

“True. If that is the case, however, then there should be traces of her magic about him.”

“You should examine him with greater care. In the meantime, I say we send a messenger to Bastion and remove him from his classes. We’ll keep him isolated until we learn more.”

“And then decide what to do with him.”

“Yes.”

“I am no agent of Lilith’s,” I said, voice shaking. I needed them to believe me. “There has to be a way for me to prove it.”

“Of course, that’s exactly what an agent would say, is it not?”

“Yes,” said Castille. “And it’s evident he believes it himself. He might have delayed instructions from her, set to trigger when something happens in the future. I’ll have to examine him indeed.”

“And if he is the Savior?”

“If Ilandro has fallen? And Bastion anointed a new Savior without word reaching the academy? Then we’ll have to do everything within our power to help him, won’t we?”

“Yes,” said Warg, tone speculative, and I knew she didn’t agree. “Very well. I’ll journey to Bastion myself. This is too sensitive a matter to entrust to anyone else. You examine him in the meantime. I’ll try to be back by tomorrow. We’ll confer then.”

“Agreed,” said Castille, rising and setting to packing his apparatus away. “I’ll take him back to my research lab and keep him there. Can you see to it that his absence isn’t missed?”

“Yes, of course.”

What could I say? What could I do? Any plea would only deepen my plight. I couldn’t implicate Imogen further. Unless I called her in as a character witness? My only hope was that Shalarra would corroborate my story. Or that an opportunity might present itself in the near future in which to escape. 

Castille snapped his suitcase shut, hefted it off the table, and moved to the door. “Follow me, Kilmartin, and don’t attempt anything unless specifically instructed to do so by myself.” 

More chains of command snarled around my will, binding me tight. 

I was starting to loath psyche-imperium with the passion of a thousand dying suns.

“Safe travels, Elandra.”

“May the Source bless your investigations, Sandovar,” said Warg, rising to her feet. 

Castille opened the door, and I followed him out, feet moving as if by their own accord, into the cavernous hallway beyond.

Sandovar?

Where did I know that name?

I stared at the professor’s back as I followed him down the hallway and up a flight of stairs. Nobody had mentioned that name since I’d arrived here. Then where? Imogen? Had she - 

Oh.

Oh fuck.

Sandovar.

The agent of Lilith that had corrupted her. Taught her Harmiel. The man she’d killed before escaping to Bastion.

My blood ran cold and my thoughts spun.

I’d just been given over to an agent of Lilith, and there was nothing I could do about it.

 

Chapter 14

 

 

 

My thoughts whirled with little discipline as I followed Sandovar to his research lab. Was this the real Sandovar? It couldn’t be. Imogen killed the real Sandovar years ago. So this was an eidolon summoned by the manifold. Did the manifold know about the real Sandovar, or was this version based on Imogen’s memories? Was he thus really an agent of Lilith’s, or simply pretending to be, an illusion acting out a role at the manifold’s behest? Was this even the manifold’s doing, or was the Enigma orchestrating this scenario?

No answers. Just questions, and the fact that, whatever Sandovar really was, to all effects and purposes he was an agent of Lilith’s, here and now. Which meant I was in dire straits. What would he want? To deliver me to Lilith? Or did he really believe I was a Lilith agent as well? In which case, could I convince him to release me? Help me?

As always, my decisions were hemmed in on all sides by lack of information, lack of access to my magic, and psyche-imperium’s dictates. It was so tempting to give into frustration and anger.

But I took a deep breath and steeled my thoughts. Imogen needed me. We had to get out of here. If this was a test, then there had to be a way to pass it. I had to remain vigilant, had to be ready to seize any opportunity provided to me.

We reached Sandovar’s lab. Through a heavy doorway, into a dark antechamber lined with doors, and through the one to the left. Down four steps into a low-ceilinged chamber whose size was hard to determine due to poor lighting and the prevalence of alcoves along the walls.

A desk stood in a pool of warm light, its broad surface clear of chaos, with only a stack of papers, inkwell and quill on it. Beyond it, all manner of shapes. Some looked vaguely like torture devices: tables with straps; a large X-shape made of crossed beams, straps hanging from its extremities; a table across whose surface gleaming steel instruments were laid. There were bookcases, many of them within the alcoves; tables strewn with alchemical gear; even a fireplace set in one wall with a couple of armchairs before it. 

“Move to the X-shaped stand,” said Sandovar, psyche-imperium making his order undeniable. Once there, he strapped me tightly to the structure and stepped back to consider me, hands on his hips.

“That’s better. I’ll admit my grasp of psyche-imperium isn’t as formidable as some of the other faculty members. Much easier to simply have you thus constrained. Now. Let’s have a chat.”

He pulled up a chair, crossed his leg over his knee, and leaned back. “Noah Kilmartin. Let’s go ahead and get your begging out of the way. Go right ahead.”

I glared at him. This was the man who’d abused Imogen, taken advantage of her, seduced her, led her into Lilith’s ways. Had done so by pretending to love her, entrusting his fate into her hands. No doubt he was cunning, duplicitous, and excellent at manipulation. How to manipulate him in turn?

For a long while we just studied each other. There had to be an edge here. Something I could use against him. What would he not expect? How to throw him off-balance?

“We recognize our own,” I said, forcing an amused smile. “Or at least, I always thought we did. I suppose my grasp of Harmiel exceeds yours.”

Rapid blinking, and then he leaped up out of his chair, moving swiftly behind it as if seeking cover. Gaped at me, shocked, only to master himself a second later. A flurry of thoughts cascaded through his mind - I could practically see them. Finally, he frowned. “An interesting tack to take. Let’s see the truth behind it.” 

And he stepped over to his table of instruments and took up a knife.

I tensed, but immediately forced myself to relax. I’d wagered. No sense in backing out now. Watched as he approached, blade gleaming in his hand. He pressed it to my neck. I feigned indifference, staring levelly into his eyes.

A quick reversal, and he slit the front of my blazer, cutting with sharp hacks. His blade was exceptionally sharp: within a minute I was bare to the waist.

“Impressive musculature,” he said. “But I see no tattoo of Lilith upon your flesh. Shall we investigate further?”

Shit. Of course. I felt like an idiot. Harmiel was always betrayed by its presence on a Lilith-worshipper’s flesh. 

Sandovar set to cutting my leggings off. 

What to do? I couldn’t reach into my reservoir. A half-baked plan to summon Harmiel onto my own flesh died before I could consider how terrible it really was. 

I’d have to bluff further.

“Do you think I’d be sent in here with such an obvious sign of my true devotion?” I put as much withering scorn into my voice as I could. “No. Harmiel resides solely within the walls of my sanctum.”

“So you say.” He tore the last of my clothing away and examined me from all angles, seeking any sign of Harmiel.

Of course he found none.

“You’re wasting our time,” I said. “You won’t find Harmiel on my flesh. Remove this collar and I shall demonstrate its abilities.”

“As well as any other you’d care to effect,” said Sandovar, moving to sit once more. “No, I don’t think we’ll do that just yet. But regardless, I’m… fascinated that you know about Harmiel at all.”

“And your true nature,” I said. “Did you think yourself the only advance scout for Lilith?”

“Hmm.” He tapped his lips. “I did, actually. And suppose I’m not surprised that others might have been sent in. But one thing confuses me.”

“Only one?”

He narrowed his eyes. “For such a subtle and powerful follower of Lilith as you claim to be, your insertion into the academy was spectacularly inept. You couldn’t have drawn more attention to yourself if you’d tried.”

He had me there. “Bad luck,” I said. “Had the abbess not come across us when she did, I’d have avoided the problems that have plagued me since.”

“Bad luck. Really. Being caught in a tryst with a sophomore outside after curfew. In the main court, no less.”

I shrugged. “I wasn’t particular about the place. What mattered was the outcome.”

“And what was that supposed to be?”

I leered at him. “Don’t pretend innocence, Sandovar. We both know you’re after the same thing.”

“Hmm,” he said again, tapping his lips. “All the more reason for me to resent your clumsy meddling. My stratagem with Imogen is finally bearing fruit. For you to come crashing in with all the finesse of a wild boar is inexcusable.”

Had he bought it? That I was a Lilith agent? Seemed so. Again I shrugged. “What matters are the outcomes, not how they’re achieved.”

“Yet you’ve achieved nothing but scandal and notoriety. To be drawn to Miriam’s attention? Terribly perilous.”

Miriam, the abbess. “Is she one of ours?”

“No. Not that I know of.” Again he tapped his lips. “But what to do with you? You’ve too thoroughly interested Elandra to be simply let go. And I, of course, won’t endanger myself in the slightest for your sake. And!” He sat up. “You actually believe you’re the Savior, don’t you? So how do you reconcile that -”

“Grow up, Sandovar. Do you think someone who can shield Harmiel in his sanctum need worry about psyche-imperium?”

I had no idea, actually. Seemed like a good bluff.

“Hmm. Then why allow yourself to be caught?”

“Flagrantly disregarding a psyche-imperium order would only draw even more attention to myself. No. Bad luck has forced me into this chain of events. I must ride it out. An outlandish claim like being the Savior will only muddy things further. Elandra Warg. What are the odds that she’ll reveal me to Miriam?”

“Given that she’ll discover you’re not the Savior, I’d wager very slim. Especially with urgings from me.” Sandovar stood, moved over to his desk, and drew forth a bottle of wine from a drawer, which he uncorked. Poured himself a glass, and moved to stand behind his chair. “The question becomes: what do I wish to do with you? You’re an obvious hindrance to my own plans, and quite possibly powerful enough to prove troublesome.”

I narrowed my eyes. Perhaps I’d played my rogue agent card too well.

“The simplest matter is to arrange for your accidental death. But given Warg’s curiosity, that might prove dangerous. Unless I transferred you into her care, and then arranged for your death. But I don’t trust what you’d say to her. So, no, you must remain mine.”

“We could work together,” I said. 

“For as long as it suited you.” He sipped his wine. “No. I have absolutely no trust in your promises. And my own mastery of psyche-imperium is insufficient to keep you firmly under my thumb. I’m going to have to arrange your death. But how? How to avoid scrutiny?”

“I’m guessing that’s a rhetorical question.”

He smiled. “I’m open to suggestions.”

“You could let me go. Allow me to escape. I’d return to Lilith to be punished for my failure, and you could resume your duties.”

“No, I don’t trust you. More likely you’d find a way to return and have me killed.”

“Then if I were you, I’d train me as Warg plans for a few weeks, and have me fail to show the progress she hopes for. Then, when her interest wanes, I’d stage my attempting an escape, and kill me in apparent self-defense. Warg would be sufficiently implicated in my forced training to want to keep the incident hushed up, and you’d be cleared of all suspicion for having acted in self-defense.”

“Hmm, yes.” He drank some wine, swished it annoyingly from cheek to cheek as if it were mouth wash, then gulped it down. “That sounds sensible. But… what’s your angle in suggesting it?”

“Perhaps I don’t have an angle,” I said, smiling. “But count on my lack of angle to make you suspicious so that you won’t undertake the best course of action, increasing my chances of escape.”

“Ha! I like that. Yes. And of course, your telling me so blatantly would only make me more suspicious, lowering the chances of my doing just that even further. Except, now that I’m aware of your ploy, I’m more likely to ignore my suspicions and follow through with your suggestion. Which you might have expected, hence your revealing your plan. Which means perhaps there really is an angle here that you’re working… but what could it be?”

He looked so contented, so at peace, so genial and amused, that I wanted to stone cold curse him to his face. Instead, I held back my angry retort and raised an eyebrow. 

“Yes, well, I obviously can’t kill you at least until Warg returns. I’ll follow your suggestion for now. You’ll remain my guest for the foreseeable future.”

“Great,” I said. “You going to keep me strapped up here the entire time?”

“Only a little longer,” said Sandovar, setting aside his wine. “First, I need to teach you to honestly fear and respect me.”

I frowned. “To what end?”

“Our relationship has thus far been too amicable. We’ve been speaking as equals, because I hadn’t yet determined what our power dynamic was. Now that I’m certain you’re to be my inferior, I need to inject a genuine note of terror in your soul. Reestablish the order of the universe, as it was.”

“And how are you going to do that?” I asked, trying to remain casual.

“Old-fashioned torture.” He moved over to his table of instruments. “Nothing elaborate. No need for heated coals or strange instruments. I’ve found that very simple methods bring perfectly satisfactory results. For example, consider this implement.” And he turned, holding up a broad steel pail. 

I dry swallowed. “You going to throw water at me?”

“No. It’s even simpler than that. First, I fill this with water. One moment.” He crossed the room to a barrel, dipped the pail in, and returned, dripping water. I watched him with horrified fascination.

“Now, I set your foot inside the pail, which I then support on this metal strut, like so.” And he knelt before me, slid my imprisoned foot into the cold water, then set a metal tripod beneath the bucket. The setup was simple. With my leg trapped, all I could do was helplessly flex my foot.

“Now, can you guess what comes next?”

I stared, fascinated, at the banal pail. “Electricity?”

“Good guess, but again, too complex. No. Now we build a small fire.”

Realization of what he was going to do hit me like a fist to the chest. “Wait.”

“Ah, there it is.” He smiled up at me. “That first crack in the facade. It’s always fascinating to see when it comes. It’s often followed by a renewed period of determination as you master your fear. But no matter. I generally let the water boil for about half an hour. That’s enough to cause your skin to separate from your flesh, for your flesh to cook, and for your muscle to begin to loosen from the bone.”

“Wait,” I said again. “What will Warg think?”

“She need never know. Ah, the benefits of healing magic! When she next sees you, you’ll be as good as new. Except for the damage done to your psyche. That will be severe.”

The urge to thrash was nearly overpowering. My breath was coming in sharp, shallow pants. This couldn’t be happening. Sandovar went into an alcove, and came out with a bundle of thin sticks. 

“There’s no need for this,” I said. “I can be more respectful without you having to boil my foot off.”

“So you say, but I don’t believe it.” He knelt and began to break the sticks into smaller segments, which he piled under the pail. “No, nothing sets the appropriate tone in a relationship like some simple torture. And you know what?” He sat back on his heels to look up at me. “I’ve found that keeping our relationship polite, even respectful, as the torture takes place, makes the experience all the more damaging. The less personal it feels, the more horrendous the experience. The… what’s the right word. The confusion, no, the incomprehension.”

Again I fought down the urge to thrash. The straps were made of thick leather, massively buckled, so tight they cut into my flesh. I’d have to dislocate my thumbs to pull my hands free, perhaps even de-sleeve my skin, and there was nothing hard against which I could do so.

My stomach felt as if a bowling ball had dropped into its pit. “Sandovar. You torture me, you’re going to make an enemy for life. Is that worth the risk?”

“Oh, we’re already enemies.” He brushed his long hair back, examined his pile critically. “Torture won’t change that. It will only introduce enough trauma that you’ll reflexively be more disposed to doing what I wish. Enough torture, and you’ll break. Fundamentally, I mean, as a person. Find yourself doing what I want without question. Find yourself trying to anticipate my needs so as to avoid my disapproval. Really, it can so radically change a person that you wouldn’t recognize yourself. And, that marvelous thing about it is, that without magic, nobody can resist the effects of torture. Not for long. Everyone breaks. Everyone. The only question, therefore, is how much I wish to break you. And here in my lab? Behind these stone walls? With Warg explaining your absence? Nobody will interfere. Absolutely nobody.”

I hurled my will at the anti-magical barrier between me and my reservoir. One levenbolt. That’s all I needed.

Nothing. 

Sought out the twin blazing eyes of the owl. 

Nothing. 

My focus was shot. I couldn’t enter a meditative trance. Watched, my horror growing, as Sandovar lit the pile beneath the pail with a candle. Soon tendrils of cottony smoke began to pour out around the sides. 

No warmth in the water.

Not yet.

Sandovar rose, considered the pile, and gave a single nod. “That’ll do. I’ll have to add larger sticks and eventually even small logs to get the desired effect. So, Noah.” He moved back to his chair and sat, reaching down to the floor to retrieve his wine glass. “Anything you want to tell me in a last attempt to stave off this torment?”

I racked my mind. A number of possibilities suggested themselves. But I knew in my heart he’d take whatever I offered up, thank me, and continue with the torture.

I closed my eyes and breathed deep. Thought on Neveah again. What she must have undergone under Taniel’s ministrations. Thought of her clear, blue eyes. Thought on her strength. Her indomitable will. 

Would she beg right now? Writhe and plead?

Hell no. 

She’d not even insult Sandovar. Would simply tune him out.

So that’s what I decided to do.

I closed my eyes. Took a deep breath, held it, then slowly released. Sought out my inner silence. Even without my reservoir, I could still meditate. 

Still hold onto that stillness of mind for as long as I could.

The first faint sensations of warmth rose up under my foot. The urge to stir the water was strong, but I stayed still.

“Nothing?” asked Sandovar. “Nothing at all?”

I focused on my breathing. This was going to be terrible. I’d no illusions. I knew I’d scream. That the pain was going to be insane.

But I’d fight it. I’d fight it for as long as I could.

And with Neveah’s face hovering in my mind’s eye, I focused on my breath, sank deep into the silence of my mind, and began my wait for hell on earth.

 

* * *

 

I awoke. Lifted my head, and blinked. My thoughts refused to coalesce. I lay in a narrow cot set against a stone wall. I’d curled into a ball from the cold, and only now did I slowly unclench and straighten beneath the threadbare sheet.

A vast presence lurked in the back of my mind, its very weight warping my mind. Something so huge I couldn’t quite gather myself. Maybe I didn’t want to. Better to just lie here and stare at the murky expanse of Sandovar’s lab.

Sandovar.

The name triggered memories.

Pain.

The furious roiling bubbling sound of the pail. 

Screams. My screams, but seeming to come from a world away.

With a cry I sat up and jerked the sheet aside. 

My foot was whole, skin smooth and unblemished, nails intact. I stared at it, heart pounding, barely able to breathe.

Such pain. Like a never-ending lightning strike to the brain.

Hesitant, hand shaking, I reached out. Touched the side of my foot. Felt my own touch, everything somehow normal. Healed. Restored.

A sob sought to claw its way out of my throat but I clamped it down. 

How long had I lasted before I’d passed out? Ten minutes? Five? All thirty? There was no way to tell. After a certain point, time had ceased to have meaning. Everything had become a never-ending agony of now, an infernal present that was unchanging, mind shattering, the pain -

I swept the sheet back over my foot, hiding it from view.

Turned, shivering, to gaze out over the lab. There. The X-frame. Straps hanging loose. Of the pail there was no sight. A black smudge, however, persisted at the base of the left lower limb. 

I had to get out of here.

But when I went to rise, the rustle of chain and the clink of metal stopped me. I pulled the sheet again, saw that a metal band was bolted around my ankle, the inside of the metal cuff insulated with yellowed wool. A thick chain wound its way to a metal plate bolted to the wall.

I grasped the chain, tugged at the plate. No give. Turned, held the chain in both hands, planted each foot on either side of the plate, and gave it my all. Pulled so hard my whole body left the cot. For aching seconds I strained, giving it all I had, and then collapsed back down, gasping for breath.

Any wiggle room? I tried to work the metal band down over my ankle. No go. Not without cutting my foot off, at any rate.

Dispirited, I gave it up, leaned against the wall, and stared across the lab. Nobody here. Only a single lantern on Sandovar’s desk gave any illumination to the lab.

Sandovar. 

My skin crawled at the thought of him. The casual, callous way he’d watched as I’d screamed.

He’d been right. Torturing me had changed our relationship. Infused it with a bleak, flinty hatred that called for his death.

But not yet. 

I sighed. Tugged fitfully at the anti-magic collar. Thought on how Imogen had been forced to wear one of these in Bastion’s library, and felt a fresh pang of sympathy for everything she’d been through.

Silence. 

I was well and truly alone.

Where was Imogen? Surely her torment was over by now? Had she returned to her classes and old life? What choice did she have? She’d be constrained by the same rules and enforcement that had gripped me. Not even she could fight her way through an entire academy of magicians. One psyche-imperium command, and she’d be neutralized.

I’d never appreciated the value of those prophylactic talismans as I did now.

With nothing else to do, I sought refuge in meditation. But my attempts at serenity were disturbed by the sense of invisible trauma that lurked in the back of my mind. It felt like being watched by a shadow in the corner of your eye. Subtle, persistent, and awful. Every few minutes an image would flash into my mind’s eye, my skin peeling off like the layers of pallid onion, and I’d flinch, my trance shattered.

And each time I’d reach out, touch my foot, assure myself the damage was gone.

Time passed. I eventually lay back down, dozed. 

When I awoke, it was to the sound of the door opening. Sandovar entered, followed by Elandra Warg. Had a day already passed? I sat up, mouth feeling gummy, eyes grainy, my stomach rumbling with hunger.

Stared at Sandovar. And yes, I felt hatred. Yes, I wished for nothing more than to wrap my fingers around his throat.

But I also felt fear. 

Fear that he’d see fit to torture me again. A fear that was made worse by his smiling countenance. The same expression he’d turned upon me when I’d broken down at last and begun to scream.

I’d no doubt at all now that he could do the most horrific things to me without qualm. And that knowledge, plus the fact that I was within his power, was terrifying.

“Here he is,” said Sandovar as they drew near. “Now, Kilmartin. Only answer questions that are put to you, and so honestly.”

And I felt the tug of his power, the command of his psyche-imperium. So much for blurting out the truth.

“Kilmartin,” said Warg. She looked freshly showered, her burgundy hair newly braided, her dress exchanged for sunflower-yellow skirt and sky-blue corset. “You will not be shocked to learn that no new Savior has been anointed in Bastion since Ilandro set forth on his quest. Therefore, I can only conclude that you are severely deluded. I’ll ask you again: are you the Savior?”

Her words snaked forth and ensnared my mind.

“Yes,” I said.

She grimaced. “Confound it.”

“Yet also fascinating,” said Sandovar. “Perhaps we have before us the means to evading the demands of psyche-imperium.”

“More like it he is mad. Yet he is lucid for all that. Kilmartin: do you insist that you are but days arrived at the academy?”

“Yes,” I said again.

“Something happened to him three or four days ago,” said Warg. “Coinciding with the punishment he received for his tryst with that sophomore at the hands of the abbess. It might be worth asking her if she lay any other commands on him that we’re unaware of.”

“We could,” said Sandovar. “But we’d definitely lose him if we did.”

“True. However. This is sufficiently strange that it might be warranted.”

“Or,” said Sandovar, “we could quietly investigate the situation ourselves. At the very least, doing so would allow us to present the abbess with a more complete picture of the situation. You know how she appreciates diligence and not wasting her time.”

Warg grunted, tapping her chin as she stared at me. “True.”

“Doing so could also allow us to capitalize on his surprising strengths. We have six months to prepare him for the Reckoning. Precious little time, but if we could, then his would be an explosive graduation, bringing much acclaim to the academy and yourself.”

“Oh, stop being so coy, Sandovar. You’d earn your fair amount of fame.”

“Perhaps. But think on it. He’s no Savior. He’s simply a deluded student. A student in possession of great power. Power we can harness.”

“And in the meantime, you can learn from the sophomore what took place during that incident. Yes. I’ll think on it further, but for now we can proceed with that arrangement.”

“You’ll need to withdraw him from his classes,” said Sandovar. “We’ll need to sound the depths of his amnesia, and determine how much he needs to be taught. We can then put together a rigorous schedule that will cover everything he needs to know.”

“A foolish task,” said Warg. “It’s impossible for him to relearn everything in such a short period of time.”

“Perhaps we’ll be helped by the fact that he is relearning, and not learning for the first time. Perhaps his memories will be stimulated and come back to him. There are many variables that may yet aid us in this endeavor.”

“Yes,” said Warg, tone turning pensive. “And I’ll admit. There’s something to him. He’s a striking example of a young man, isn’t he? And that blast of magic with which he nearly burst poor Innivar’s reservoir. A more crude yet overwhelming attempt at toral alignment I’ve never seen. For him to achieve even that without any training whatsoever is… impressive.”

“There’s potential here. Let’s see how he does. I’ll keep him properly motivated, and provide you with frequent updates. We’ll compile his training schedule together, and then monitor his progress.”

“Very well.” She turned her attention back to me. “In time, Kilmartin, you will come to thank us. Instead of being cast out in shame, we are giving you an unheard of second chance. Without our careful oversight and your innate potential, there is no telling what you may accomplish.”

It wasn’t a question, and thus I couldn’t respond. I simply glared at them both. 

“Proceed as you suggested,” said Warg, turning away. “And keep me appraised. I want frequent updates.”

“Of course, Elandra. I’m quite excited. Who knows where this little experiment may lead?”

I watched, heart sinking, as they walked out together. Sandovar didn’t even turn back to me to gloat. The click of the door closing was final. I slumped back against the wall.

Trapped. Between the anti-magic collar and my shackled ankle there was nothing I could do but wait.

Wait, and hope that sometime soon an opportunity would present itself.

 

* * *

 

The opportunity didn’t present itself at once. Not after a week, nor the second. Instead, I found myself plunged into a hellish regimen of forced learning, where psyche-imperium was used like a club to compel my attention as I was drilled for ten or more hours a day on magic theories.

The magic collar was never removed. I was only ever unchained when ordered to move from my cot to a chair or to the bathroom. The only people I ever saw were Sandovar, Warg, and Serena. 

My heart had leaped when she’d first walked in, Sandovar but a step behind. Hope? I fought to kill it, but perhaps here was a variable I could work, a chance to negotiate or plead my case -

But no. Sandovar placed his hand with a distinct sense of ownership on her shoulder as they stopped before my cot, and in Serena’s eyes I saw nothing more than curiosity, satisfaction, and disdain.

“Serena will be helping us with your instruction,” said Sandovar. “She is an excellent student, exemplary in almost every way, and will be generously rewarded for her time. Further, I know I can trust her with you alone. Mother Warg and I have already extensively reviewed your case with her, warned her of its dangers, and instructed her on what to teach you and how fast.”

“Hello, Noah,” said Serena. 

“Hello, Serena,” I said. My heart was thudding. I didn’t know what else to say. Decided to wait to get her alone before trying to get her on my side.

“Mother Warg and I will be giving you an hour of our time each day, but Serena will be handling the bulk of the teaching. Given how rudimentary your knowledge of theoretical magic is, I believe her almost over-qualified for the job. Now. Kilmartin. It’s obvious that you will attempt to suborn her. Please don’t waste her time. If she so much as mentions that you tried to convince her to free you or otherwise gain her sympathies, I will have to punish you. Am I clear?”

“Yes,” I said. 

“Very well. Then I’ll leave you both for a spell. I’ll be in my office, Serena. Come report once you are done here.”

“Yes, professor,” said Serena, not taking her eyes off me.

Sandovar nodded and left the lab.

Serena crossed her arms over her chest and rested her weight on her back foot. “It’s quite spectacular how you’ve fucked up, Noah.”

“Agreed.” Having my foot boiled not long ago had killed my desire to engage in witty banter. “You’re up for teaching me for the next six months?”

“Indeed. Warg and Castille are going to make it very worth my while. Introductions to select echelons of recruiting companies upon graduation. Far more valuable than anything else I could do with the time.”

“Congratulations.”

“Let’s get something straight, shall we? You and I no longer have a relationship. Whatever we had before your bizarre transformation is dead. I don’t care for you, and, if I’m to be perfectly honest, perhaps never did. You’re a means to an end. Not even a person to me, understand? All I need to do is get you to pass your Reckoning, bring glory to Warg and Castille, and I’m done. So please. Don’t waste my time begging for my help. Don’t try to guilt me. Don’t give me piteous looks or whine about how unfair life is. Instead of getting thrown out on your ear, you’re being given an insanely unlikely opportunity to capitalize on your talent. Take advantage of it.”

I absorbed the words. Met her gaze, and tried to get a sense of how genuine she was being. How completely she believed her own words.

“And if I ask you anything, tell you anything outside of the parameters of our studies, you’ll tell Sandovar.”

“Without a doubt. I won’t imperil my own chances.”

“Interesting.” I leaned back against the wall, chain rustling under the sheet as I did. “Well, that’s all pretty clear then. Thanks.”

She raised an eyebrow. “Don’t thank me. I’m not doing this for you. I begin our lectures tomorrow. We’ll start with Elementary Foci, a freshman course that should take us only three weeks to cover. It presumes a lifetime of studying, meditation, and familiarity with the Twelve Mantras, but I’m sure you’ll catch on quickly.”

“Exciting. Can’t wait.”

Serena narrowed her eyes. “What I ever saw in you I’ll never know. Goodbye, Noah.”

“Smell ya later,” I said, fighting off despair with a really bad Fresh Prince of Bel-Air impersonation. 

“Pathetic,” said Serena, and left.

I didn’t make a play for the whole first week. Sandovar would come in first thing, transfer me to my chair and desk, bolt me to a metal plate riveted to the ground, and then refresh my psyche-imperium injunctions to pay absolute attention, not seek to escape, to memorize the lessons, and so forth. It took him five minutes each morning, layering command upon command, and by the time he was done I was hemmed in by a near-perfect cage of commands. 

Serena would arrive, set books on my desk, sit across from me, and launch immediately into esoteric and arcane theories. 

And I had no choice but to drink it up. We reviewed different forms of meditation, from the classic, stationary and seated method to walking meditations, sensory immediacy meditation, affirmations, mantras, different tools, and on and on and on. And fuck me if it wasn’t fascinating, or would have been, if I wasn’t so desperate to escape. Meditations for every facet of the day, to practice when exercising or fighting, when alone or in a prayer circle, to achieve different means and ends.

Serena was cold, distant, and impersonal. I watched her like a hawk. Tried to detect some softness, some hint of empathy. 

I saw none. Or next to none. 

The core of what she taught me were what she called the ‘prisms.’ The taurus I’d tried to work with in Mother Warg’s class was a variation on these primal forms; shapes that, when held perfectly clear in the mind, allowed the practitioner to manipulate the raw essence of their magic with startling precision. 

We began with the First Prism, through which one could purify and intensify the potency of one’s magic, and by doing so extend for how long I’d be able to use my sanskaras. 

Moved onto the Second Prism, which was far more complex, and which allowed me to split and braid my magic when I passed it through the geometric shape, allowing me to engage multiple sanskaras at once with great finesse.

On the fifth day, however, I simply couldn’t maintain my focus, despite Sandovar’s orders. I stared at her, listened, but felt dead inside. Did little more than grunt when asked if I understood, and spoke slowly, without care, when prodded for in-depth responses, until finally she sat back with an exasperated sigh.

“Am I going to have to ask Professor Castille to help you focus better?”

“Sorry,” I said, not meaning it. 

“Seriously. We’ve six months of this ahead of us. You need to do better, or I’ll tell him you’re not interested and leave matters in his own hands.”

“Sorry,” I said again. My mind was on Imogen. My frustration and anger had melded into a ground down mix of fury and humiliation, seasoned over by a pervasive feeling of panic and helplessness. I wanted to scream. To lash out. To escape. To find Imogen. It seemed impossible that I’d not heard or seen her since we arrived. Was she dead? Broken? Imprisoned?

The prospect of studying here for six months more was too much to bear. My anger too acute. My helplessness too galling. My expression didn’t change, but my eyes swam with tears which overflowed and ran down my cheek. 

“Oh, for fuck’s sake,” said Serena. “Grow up, Noah!”

No need to answer. I just gazed at her, feeling bleak and hard and lost and alone. Not wanting pity. Not pitying myself. Just so badly constrained on all levels it hurt my soul.

“Look, is there something I can do to make this better? The studying, I mean. Something I can ask from Sandovar?”

There. A question gave me permission to speak outside Sandovar’s constraints. “One thing. Just find out what’s happened to Imogen. If she’s well. If she’s… please. Do that for me and I’ll not ask for anything else.”

Serena crossed her arms, expression turning sulky. “And I suppose you’d like me to tell her where you are.”

I gave a desperate laugh. Could feel the noose closing about my throat. “That would be great, thank you.”

“I’ll see what I can do. Now. Ready to work?”

I nodded, focus refreshed, terrified by what I’d just done, knowing I needed to take risks, but also aware of what awaited me if Serena so much as breathed word of this exchange to Sandovar. But she’d asked, hadn’t she? Didn’t that change matters?

Apparently, it didn’t.

Sandovar came to me that afternoon, and with quick, brisk usage of psyche-imperium transferred me from my cot to the X-frame.

I began to shake the moment he tightened the straps. 

“Predictable, pathetic, and poorly executed. But I’m glad, in a way. Waiting for your first move was trying my patience, and I was beginning to wonder if you were more subtle than I’d given you credit. I’m glad to see you’re not. Now. Time for your second lesson in obedience.”

“Fuck you, Sandovar.” I threw caution to the wind. Wanted nothing more than to hurt him. Tear that contented look from his face. “You’re dead, you know. Imogen kills you.”

“Excuse me?” He frowned. “That doesn’t parse. I’m dead? Right now? That’s a surprise. I feel quite alive.”

“You don’t even exist. You’re a construct inside the manifold. The real you, the real person you’re based on, died years ago. You’re the pathetic one.”

“Really,” drawled Sandovar. “Fascinating. And how did I die?”

I smiled mirthlessly at him. “Couldn’t keep your dick in your pants. Imogen caught on to your infidelity. That was it for you.”

His expression hardened. “It’s disconcerting that you know these things, though I suppose they could be wild guesses -”

Then I saw it. Everything clicked into place. “Serena. You’re fucking her, aren’t you? Bringing her over to Harmiel.”

And this time Sandovar froze, expression going blank, and I knew I was right. “Which is why the manifold placed me in a relationship with her. Gave me that history. Intertwined me with Imogen’s greatest source of pain here at the academy. Of course.”

“You’re blathering,” said Sandovar, “which is strange because I haven’t even begun your lesson. Regardless. It’s time we began.”

My thoughts were turning over everything that had happened to me since I’d arrived, so I barely paid attention as he walked away. Nothing had been accidental. Being placed in the courtyard when we’d arrived just as the abbess came by. My history with Serena. Perhaps even my class with Warg. I’d been set up from the get-go by the manifold. To what end? To break me? To place me in this situation where I could be tortured till I snapped?

But this trial wasn’t about me. Imogen was the one with the lead circle in her brow. It was her test. How was my failure meant to test her?

She had to be worried about me, driven to distraction by my disappearance. Had to be blaming herself, probably, though this wasn’t her fault. Was she being told how much I was suffering? Was it being used to break her? Was my own pain incidental to the real purpose of this place?

“Now, this one’s quite nasty,” said Sandovar, stepping back up to me, a chain in hand. The links were as thick as my thumb and covered in oil. “I’m going to induce you to swallow a fair amount of this, but keep firm hold of the end here. You’ll end up with an iron tongue, as it were, that coils up in your stomach and passes out your lips. Then I’ll heat the part outside your body, which shall, due to the extreme conductive nature of this metal, cause that which is within you to heat up. It sears your tongue, throat, esophagus, and burns your stomach, eventually causing everything to cauterize shut so that you asphyxiate to death. I’m told that people are very glad to die, but we’ll stop well short of that point. Alas, removing the chain is even more painful, as chunks of your insides will have stuck to the metal, and will be torn free as well. All in all, quite nasty, and yet, as per my preferences, quite simple as well.”

I stared past the chain that he held up as if for me to examine, and into his placid, gently smiling face. 

“I see you,” I said.

He blinked. “I’m sure you do.”

“No. I see you. The real Sandovar. The twisted little child behind the facade. I see you, Sandovar. And you don’t frighten me. I’ve never met anyone more pathetic in my life.”

And for the briefest of seconds I saw emotions swarm behind his eyes, saw a fury of hatred and resentment and a dozen other emotions I couldn’t name - and then they were washed away, leaving him as placid as before.

“Fortunately, I’ve no need of your fear. I simply need to train your body to respect me and obey my wishes. Pain, deep, terrible, absolute agony, will do that for me. Keep this up, Noah. I’ve many more methods to demonstrate, and in the end, you cannot win.” He leaned in close, smile growing sharp. “Do you hear me? Everyone breaks. And we’re just getting started.”

 

* * *

 

Another week passed. Serena made no mention of having betrayed me, nor did I bring it up. I approached my studies with mechanical focus, mastering the different forms of meditation and visualization techniques as demanded, and spent an hour a day with both Warg and Sandovar. It was only then that my collar was removed and I was allowed to actually try what I’d been learning; but such were my constraints that I was never able to do anything but that which I was expressly commanded, and so my hopes began to fade.

There’s something to brutal torture that dehumanizes you. Whether you want to admit it or not, whether you want to be strong, despite what you tell yourself and swear you’ll not feel. 

The fact that your body has been so vilely abused wounds your psyche. I found myself growing withdrawn, depressed, my thoughts somber at best and suicidal at worst. No matter that I ordered myself to stay alert, to remain ready for a chance to escape. No matter that I thought on my companions and Imogen, tried to focus on good memories of different times. 

The sight of that broad pail and the now cleaned chain on Sandovar’s side table would cause me to break out into a cold sweat. I had nightmares that left me depleted and exhausted each morning. Being constantly chained both physically and mentally took an inexorable toll.

My world shrank to just Sandovar’s labs. To ten hours a day of magical theorems, one bathroom visit, basic meals, and then being left alone each night on my cot with nothing to do but obsess over my situation, despair over my lack of options, and fight off depression.

Until the beginning of the third week, when Serena revealed something innocuous. 

“The converse of this theory, of course, is that the more sanskaras you have tapped, the easier it becomes to engage in these various forms of meditation. A fledgling novice who has only tapped Muladhara must work hard to even enter a true meditative stance or engage the First Prism or Priyam Mantra, whereas someone like myself who has tapped three sanskaras can do so easily. A master of five does it reflexively, and some say they never stop meditating in one form or another.”

“Which three have you tapped?” I asked, not really caring, simply hoping for a more personal conversation, for her to stop lecturing me, to stop treating me like a slow-witted dunce.

She frowned, hesitated, then no doubt decided there was no harm in telling me. “Muladhara, of course. Svadhisthana, and I’ve just recently tapped Vishuddha.”

Which gave her the ability to fling offensive magics, either engage in the Green Path or seduce others, and begin the crudest forms of psyche-imperium.

Nothing about this struck me as remarkable until later that night. I lay in my cot, fingers interlaced behind my head, staring up into the dark, reviewing the day’s conversations.

Thought again on Serena’s sanskaras, and realized: she doesn’t have access to Anahata.

Which means she couldn’t be the one healing me.

And since I knew neither Sandovar nor Warg had tapped Anahata either, that meant there was a fourth person involved in this operation.

Someone who was being brought in after my torture sessions to heal me.

I sat up. 

Who was this person? Another faculty member? A student? A follower of Sandovar’s? 

Why had they been so hidden from me? Why not divide Serena’s teaching duties? 

Was Sandovar keeping them away from me for a reason?

For a second I thought it must be Imogen, that Sandovar was bringing her in to heal me so as to torment her further, but then no, of course not, I discarded that idea. Imogen hadn’t tapped Anahata either.

Then - who?

There was only one way to find out.

The next morning, while reviewing the intricacies of the Third Prism, I interrupted her.

“…only adepts of Sahaswara, the thousand-petal lotus, can grasp the form of the Third Prism. To attempt to do so without channeling Sahaswara risks burning out your mind, guttering your soul, and reducing yourself to a gibbering idiot. Now -”

“Question,” I said. “Have you heard from Imogen?”

She paused. “You can’t be serious.”

“I’m just curious. Does no harm to ask, right? What can I do with that knowledge?”

“You’re asking about Imogen. Again.”

“Yes. Look, you know I’m stuck here. I’ve no chance of escape, or getting a message out. So what’s the harm in telling me? Better yet, if you could let her know I’m doing well, that would be even better.”

“Are you stupid, Noah?”

I blinked, pretending to be surprised. “Stupid? No. Desperate.”

“Whatever. Moving on.”

I wasn’t surprised when Sandovar made an appearance that afternoon. He lectured me for a bit, went on about how he was disappointed in my idiocy, and then proceeded to strap splints to my left leg, binding them tightly about my shins, then hammer in wedges which caused the bone to be crushed and eventually shatter.

Words can’t describe the pain. 

I passed out, but as I did so, I screamed to myself, ordered myself with furious intensity to wake back up. To not allow myself to escape the agony so easily.

I don’t know how long I was out. But vaguely, as if from a mile away, I felt myself being unstrapped from the X-frame. Felt someone stagger as my weight fell upon them, then turn and lay me on the floor.

I didn’t want to wake up. Didn’t want to return to that pain. The kind of agony that stole your breath away and left one gaping, aching, seething void of nothingness. 

But I did.

I opened my eyes. I was floating on an ocean of white fire. And there, bent over me, was a familiar face.

I couldn’t place her at first. 

But then I did: the tall, sober young woman who’d directed me to Warg’s classroom.

She was biting her lower lip, face waxy pale, fingers plucking at the leather thongs that held the bloody splints together around my mangled lower leg. Black hair, bangs, glasses, French maid’s outfit. Tall, the kind of girl that back home would have been pressured into playing basketball or volleyball.

“Help me,” I whispered. Couldn’t be sure if Sandovar was close, but didn’t care. 

She startled, nearly fell back on her ass, stared at me in horror. 

“Please.” My voice was little more than a rasp after all my horrified screaming.

“I - I am helping you,” she whispered back, glancing over my shoulder. “I’m healing you.”

“So that they can torture me more.” I was fading in and out of consciousness. The pain was too much. “Better you kill me. End it.”

I didn’t mean it. I don’t think I did. But wanted to push her. Make her face what she was enabling. Or something. I wasn’t thinking too straight.

“No,” she hissed back.

“Then this is on you.” Darkness was swamping my vision, the pain receding. “Your responsibility.”

And I passed out.

Not the best exchange, but it was the best I could manage under the circumstances. I awoke in bed, chained and perfectly healed, mind numb, and slept without dreams till Sandovar awoke me the next morning to guide me to my desk as if nothing had happened.

It took me two days to steel myself, to gather my resources, and then I took advantage of an opportunity to ask a question to get myself in trouble once more.

“I can’t keep doing this,” I said. “There has to be something I can offer you that will convince you to help me escape. Name it. Anything. Anything at all.”

Serena recoiled in disgust as if I’d just shown her the carcass of a dead rat. “What are you doing? Do you enjoy being tortured? Are you some kind of deranged masochist?”

“I have to get out of here.” It was all too easy to inject panic into my voice. “I’m going mad. Find a way to remove my collar. I’ll do the rest.”

Serena simply stood and walked out.

I sat there, anxious, skin crawling, but it took Sandovar over an hour to make an appearance. One moment I was alone, the next he was in the doorway, hands on hips, shaking his head in grave disappointment.

“It seems I’m not getting through to you. I thought my methods sufficiently extreme, but alas. Looks like we’re going to have to take this up a notch.”

I gave a shaky laugh. “Oh, I don’t think you need to do that. Your methods have been plenty intense already.”

“Really. And yet here we are. With your distressing Serena and making her feel nauseated by your lack of decorum. Don’t you know how this all upsets her?”

“My heart breaks.”

“It soon might. Let’s try something a little different. Mere physical pain doesn’t seem sufficient. Let’s see what a little judicious use of psyche-imperium can achieve.”

Which is how I found myself ten minutes later sitting on the floor, rusted spoon in hand, gauging balls of raw flesh out of my body and choking them down.

My memories of that session are thankfully hazy. I think I managed some thirteen chunks before I vomited and passed out.

And awoke. Forced myself, panting and sobbing, to climb out of that dark hole into which I’d fallen, and open my eyes to stare at that same somber young woman.

Her expression was more green this time than waxy.

Fighting back bile, riding waves of nausea, horror, and despair, I reached out with a blood-slick hand and took her by the wrist.

She froze, eyes snapping open wide in sheer horror.

“You did this,” I whispered.

“No,” she said, shaking her head vehemently. “You did. I’m healing you. Healing you!”

We had to be alone. She wouldn’t have raised her voice in that manner otherwise.

“I’m going to do it again tomorrow,” I said. “And the day after. Till they kill me or you decide to help.”

Tears filled her eyes. “Please stop. Please. I can’t keep - this isn’t why - please.”

“Help me.”

“I can’t!” Her voice was nearly a wail. “Sandovar will kill me if I help.”

“Literally?”

She shook her head, looking over my ruined and bloody body in helpless horror, then looked away. “Expulsion at the least. Make it so I can’t find work anywhere. Be sent home in disgrace. My life will be over.”

“Your life is over.” I forced myself to speak smoothly, to keep down my gag reflex, to not curl up and seek oblivion in unconsciousness. Held on with grim desperation. “You will forever be the person who allowed this to happen. Torturer. Monster.”

“No,” she whispered, hand going to her mouth. “I don’t have a choice!”

“Remove my collar.”

“I can’t do that.”

“Can’t or won’t?”

“Won’t.”

And my surge of triumph was such I nearly grinned. It would have been a terrifying, maddened expression if I had. The stuff of nightmares, no doubt.

I was close. So close.

“Then I’ll see you tomorrow. And the day after. This blood. On your hands. Forever.”

Tears ran down her cheeks. “I can’t free you, I can’t, it would mean, I’d be -”

“He made me eat my own flesh,” I rasped.

Her hand tightened over her mouth as her own gag reflex kicked in.

“Monster,” I whispered. My eyes were rolling up in my head of their own accord. “Worse than… this is on…”

Darkness.

But not for long. A different kind of pain washed over me, sharp and exacting, and then, like a wave that had reached its furthest extent, rolled back, withdrew, and left me healed.

The sound of a click under my chin jolted me back into waking.

The collar was off.

I didn’t even bother sitting up. Dove deep into my reservoir, the new meditation techniques I’d been learning making the process easy, and gloried in the sight of Manipura, the great sunflower of Svadhisthana, the furled petals of Muladhara.

I wanted to weep in joy.

But instead, I flew to the golden cord that linked me to Imogen’s sanctum, rushed up to the limned portal, and willed it to open.

And there, floating within her sanctum, saturated in Harmiel’s power, floated Imogen. 

 

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 

Harmiel was devouring her. I gazed in horror upon her spirit body whose radiance was utterly swallowed by the slick, oozing tattoo. 

Imogen?

Her eyes opened, and they at least retained something of their original brightness. Noah!

She flew to me, and we hugged each other tight. God, the emotion that arose within my chest. I buried my face in her neck. Feeling all the while that the horrors of this place would snatch me away at any moment, that this was but another, sweeter, more terrible form of torment. 

She was weeping. I pulled back, studied her face. Are they hurting you?

Of course. She wiped at her cheeks, though I didn’t know if we could even cry in here. Sandovar. He’s been holding me prisoner since we arrived. Trying to revert me to the person I once was. I’ve been trying to be strong. To hold on. But - it’s been hard. Noah. I couldn’t find out what happened to you. Where are you? What’s happened?

To tell her? An image flashed through my mind, something right out of the movie Hellraiser: Sandovar tearing that heated chain back out through my mouth, my innards splitting, the blood gouting out over my lips -

I’m fine. Never had a lie been so hard. Never had I wanted so badly to be comforted, to share my pain, to dissolve into her love. But I swallowed that shit down, bolted my pain behind a door of iron and forced a smile. Sandovar’s working on me too, but he’s getting nowhere.

My second biggest lie.

I’ve been forced to wear an anti-magic collar the whole time, I said. Only now is it off. Where are you? I’ll come to you.

I’m in the sophomore dormitory, she said. Searching my face as if seeking for some sign of a lie. I’m being watched at all hours. And you? 

Sandovar’s private study. You know where that is?

Yes. I’m coming.

Wait. And though it felt more painful then pulling that chain out of my gut, I pulled away from her and opened my eyes. 

The healer girl was gone. Fled in panic, no doubt. I propped myself up on an elbow. I was only partially healed. Pain drained my strength, but with a contemptuous summons I pulled Manipura’s energies to me. My muscles swelled with might, the pain receded, and I willed myself to rise, heels acting like hinges so that I simply swung up from flat on the ground to standing erect.

The lab was still empty. But who knew for how long?

I closed my eyes, dove into my reservoir, found Imogen.

It’s not enough to simply meet up. We need out of here, I said. You figured out how we can escape?

First, you need to clog your ears with wax or dirt or something, said Imogen. Psyche-imperium loses almost all of its strength at the lower levels if you can’t hear the commands. Do that now.

I opened my eyes once more, looked about. What to use? Candles - there. I flew to the closest candelabra and tore a candle free. Pinched off a small amount from the top which immediately crumbled between my fingers. Flew rapidly across the room to the closest lit candle, took it up, considered simply tilting my head to one side and pouring the melted wax right in.

I wasn’t scared of the pain, but deafening myself permanently would be disadvantageous. Instead, I angled the candle, pouring the wax into my cupped palm, which I quickly molded into a small ball and shoved into my ear. The warmth wasn’t unpleasant. I rammed that shit in deep, then did the other ear. 

How effective? Would it block a shouted command? 

Feverishly, I went to other candles. Poured more into my palm, shoved more into my ears. 

Closed my eyes, dove back down to Imogen.

Done.

Sandovar told me how you can escape. Imogen floated away, dropped her hands. 

He’s a liar. We can’t trust him.

Maybe I’m a fool - no, I am a fool, but I trust him in this. All that we need to do for you to escape is for me to sacrifice myself. A portal will open for you to escape immediately. 

No. My negation was absolute. I’m coming to you. 

You said it yourself. How are we to escape? Have you figured it out?

We will. But your killing yourself is not an option. You hear me?

She didn’t respond.

Something tugged on my attention. I snapped my eyes open, saw Serena standing in the study’s doorway, a handful of folded towels in one hand, a bucket of steaming water in the other. 

Her eyes were wide with panic and shock.

“Hello, Serena,” I said, slowly turning in mid-air, still hovering a foot off the ground.

She said something, and I heard a murmur, not enough to make out the words, but sufficient to hear her alarm.

As if I couldn’t read it all across her face.

And oh god, the power at my disposal. I could feel my magic seething within my reservoir, like a pot that was filled to the brim and then set to boil. Could feel the magic roiling and overflowing, felt my soul stretched to breaking in its attempt to contain all that power.

All of it fueled by my horror, my outrage, the trauma that had been done to me. The endless days of being forced to sit across from this woman and learn dry meditation techniques as my soul was wracked by tremendous psychic pain. 

I began to float toward her.

Serena’s eyes widened and she took a step back. And I could tell she didn’t realize just how much trouble she was in. Was still stuck with the mind frame of my being a prisoner, of this being her place of power.

Time to disabuse her of that notion.

She spoke again, louder, pointed at her ears, gave an angry shake of her head. 

I didn’t have Shard with me, but I didn’t need it. Manipura’s black sun was a constant lion’s roar echoing within my depths. I felt Muladhara’s petals unfurl, and, with bitter satisfaction, engaged in the First Prism technique Serena had taught me, so that even as I tapped my power I cycled it back into Muladhara, continuously refining it, purifying it, intensifying its potency and in doing so extending for how long it would be available to me.

Then, with just a little effort, I activated the Priyam Mantra, siphoning just enough of Muladhara’s power into levenbolt but then tapering it off so that the magic existed in a state of potential, hovering between simply floating within my reservoir and being unleashed into an actual bolt of lightning. 

Om nashta vahkaya prim; om nashta vahkaya priyam; om nashta vahkaya prim…

Over and over in the back of my mind, the practice coming easily, engraved in my mind by Sandovar’s psyche-imperium, my grasp of the practice unnatural, precocious, absolute.

I walk in the fires of existence; I walk in the fires of destruction; I walk in the fires of existence…

Levenbolt crackled into life around me, summoned but for the first time in my life controlled. Contained. Bent to my will. Flickers of electricity whispered across my frame, flickered up my arms, crackled about my fists. I felt my hair stir, saw flashes of light that failed to blind me as levenbolt filled my eyes.

Serena’s words trailed off. 

I raised my hand, and pulled my gaze away from her to consider my fingers, the lightning flickers that danced up and down their length, the nexus of power that raged in my palm. 

I’d never felt this powerful. This controlled. 

This fucking lethal.

My rage was such that I barely felt it. Felt, instead, almost numb. Calm. Mind still. But a terrible pressure was building within my core, a feeling of undeniable need. To release that which had been building up within me these past few weeks, building up within me ever since the abbess had ordered Imogen to whip me. 

And as calm as I felt, I knew I was unable to restrain that need.

The need to destroy.

The need to ruin this world, this manifold, and its every creation.

Serena raised both hands, stepped back into the doorway, opened her mouth to scream, began to turn, knees flexing, preparing to sprint.

I turned my palm toward her, and let go.

Where once I might have unleashed a torrent of power, a deluge of lightning bolts that would have scarred their way across the walls as much as hitting Serena, this time I hurled a contained bolt as thick as my wrist, lurid in its brightness, white outlined in blue. 

The crack of thunder was loud even behind my wax. The bolt hit Serena straight in the temple, caused her raven hair to spike out in every direction, her every muscle to spasm. 

Her eyes burst as she was flung into the hallway beyond, slammed into the far wall and there pinned for the briefest fraction of a second before I cut the flow to levenbolt.

I walk in the fires of existence, I thought, the Priyam Mantra reflexive, I walk in the fires of destruction.

Like a dog called to heel, my levenbolt resumed its coruscating caress up and down my body, limning from toe to head in its power. The intensity building up, but the First Prism technique making it so that I didn’t burn through my power; even Manipura’s terrible drain was abated, my control now impossibly fine compared to my ham-fisted manipulations from before.

I floated out the doorway, considered Serena where she lay, French maid’s outfit smoking, face ruined and blotched.

“In time, I think I’ll be grateful for what you taught me,” I said, my own voice strange and distant due to the wax. “In time.”

Now. Imogen. The sophomore’s dormitory. 

Time for speed.

Leaning forward, I fed more magic into Manipura and flew down the hall, spearing forward faster than I could sprint, to whip around the far corner and cut down that corridor in turn.

I was just looking for people, and in short order I found them. A knot of students making their way somewhere, folders clutched to their chests, laughter and conversation dying away as I flew up to hover before them, wreathed in lightning, my expression silencing them better than any shout could ever have done.

“The sophomore dormitory,” I said, voice echoing, magnified in some way by Manipura I couldn’t figure out. “Where?”

One of the students, a bespectacled young man with spiky black hair, lifted an arm and pointed down the hall. “That - that way. Right at the end. Out into the Courtyard of Time. Big archway into Monsemor Hall. Sophomores are on the second floor.”

I flew right at them, uncaring, forcing them to scatter as I passed them by. 

Imogen. I needed to be with her. Nothing else mattered. I need her by my side. Only then could I protect her. Only then would I be whole. Only then would I be able to think on how to get out of this hellhole. 

Nothing else mattered.

Turned right, saw two students following a professor coming my way.

The professor let out a cry of outrage, lifted his hands which immediately went whoomph as they lit up with fire.

I snarled, extended my palm, and literally blew him out of his boots with a concentrated blast of levenbolt. Flew over his smoldering body, ignoring the students, and out into the Courtyard of Time.

So called for the massive sundials that lay tiled on their sides, gnomons broken or bent, each massive and carved from different black stones. Students were making their way through this open space, streaming back and forth from a half dozen courtyards.

I emerged like a vengeful god, to be greeted by screams and hoarse shouts of alarm. Students flung themselves down, dove behind sundials, a brave few falling into combat crouches, wards popping up around them.

I ignored them. Searched, found the big archway. Massive, impressively carved, looking like the entrance to a cathedral.

Monsemor Hall. 

I flew into its dark interior, emerging into a massive hall that continued my impression of a cathedral, its walls bedecked in black draperies and huge, gilt-framed portraits. It was crowded like the courtyard outside, but here surprise at my entrance rapidly gave way to anger and shouts of disapproval; older students, I saw, along with a handful of professorial types.

And I knew that flying while wreathed in power was a provocation. A middle finger to the academy. A surefire way to draw attention, to draw resistance. Much wiser to run on foot, without my magic being on obvious display. I might have been able to slip through, unnoticed.

But fuck that.

All the while memories of my torture flickered through my mind. Abuse that warped my thinking. Curdled my temper. I wanted to be noticed. I wanted someone to try and stop me. 

I welcomed the attention.

A half dozen wards went up, shades of green, purple, and crimson.

Screams as the crowd scattered. 

I walk in the fires of existence, I thought, and summoned the Second Prism into my mind, laying it over the First, which continued all the while to cycle my power through Muladhara, cleansing and intensifying my magic. The Second Prism took my stream of magic as I drew it forth and split it, braided it into as many streams as I could manage.

Turned out I could manage a lot.

From my palm blasted forth six levenbolts, each distinct, each flying toward a different target, each as potent - due to the combination of the First Prism and Priyam Mantra - as any concentrated attack I’d been able to make before my imprisonment. 

Levenbolts scrawled burning trails across every ward. Most held. Two didn’t. Screams were cut short as more eyes burst, two smoking bodies hit the ground, and then I was moving, flying into the hall, arms spread out like some vengeful figure right out of the Old Testament. 

Except I wasn’t the only one capable of laying down some punishment. The remaining four wards rippled as return attacks came flying my way, lightning flashing past unfurling balls of fire.

And as badass as I felt, for all my incandescent rage, I had no ward of my own.

So I dipped to the left, barrel rolled away, putting more power into my flight, blurring down and away as the air exploded with aggressive magics, waves of heat washing over me, my hair rising as the tang of ozone burned itself into the air. Punishing, percussive booms rolled over me as I flew down near to level with the floor, floating an inch off it, and then blasted myself forward, arms by my side, whole body suited in levenbolts, weaving between the fleeing students and crouched forms, speeding as fast as a bullet, thinking amidst all that chaos:

I walk in the fires of existence -

A column of burnished gold descended upon me from the ceiling, causing flagstones to erupt where it slammed down, near taking off my head. My control was shattered, and I was knocked spinning through the air to crash onto the cold floor, sliding and tumbling but rolling up into a crouch, eyes slitted, staring at the figure who had just emerged from one of the alcoves off to the side.

Mother Warg.

Golden fire rippled up her form in a heavenly corona, endlessly streaming like flames from an aureate gas burner. 

It was wicked impressive, her twin braids writhing about her head like snakes being tortured to death, her blindfold rippling but holding firm, her chest heaving, bosom surging, her court dress looking like it was endlessly being burned but never being consumed.

I crouched there, eyes wide, and thought: om nashta vahkaya priyam.

I walk in the fires of destruction.

Doubled down on my First Mantra, elevating it from its basic level to intermediate, so that two flows of magic were being channeled into Muladhara, doubling the speed at which I refined my power. 

Let go of the First Prism. No need to conserve my power now. Released the Second Prism. No need to braid my magic.

Rose to standing. 

Warg pointed a finger at me, spoke words of power. My body twitched, wanting to obey, but I couldn’t make out her intent. 

Couldn’t follow her command if I didn’t know what she wanted.

So I grinned, inhaled deeply, and poured magic into Svadhisthana. 

Felt the sunflower swell like my chest, petals glorious and cadmium yellow. Felt my appeal grow inexorable. Heat burned off my skin, the space about me shimmering like superheated air over Texas blacktop. 

Svadhisthana was a Catherine Wheel, burning brightly and revolving, different petals turning in different directions, so that to gaze upon the sanskara was to grow mesmerized.

Just as, for a crucial moment, Warg did, her hand sagging, her mouth parting, my weaponized charisma washing over her like a tsunami of lust, desire, and awe.

I slammed my palm forward, unleashing a levenbolt, and hurled myself up into the air, shooting up as if launched by a ballista, high toward the vaulted ceiling.

Warg crossed her arms, golden ward appearing before her, taking my bolt’s impact, but she was slow, didn’t track my path overhead.

Second Prism. I braided my magic into six streams once more, and launched each one down at Warg as I flew overhead, so that I became the outer rim of a wheel, she the hub, and each bolt of lightning a spoke. 

Six attacks, lingering in the air, coming at her from different directions.

Her ward expanded to cover five of them.

Missed the sixth, which slammed into her from behind, knocking her onto her face.

The others, warded and awed, gazed in stupefaction at Warg’s supine form. Guess this wasn’t supposed to happen. 

Warg wasn’t dead. I saw her grimace, more in anger than pain, and press herself back up to her knees.

Time for me to exit stage left. 

Sophomore’s hall was on the second floor. 

I flew through an archway, zipped down its length, turned right at random, saw a stairwell off to the side.

In and around, around and round till I emerged on the second floor. 

Clusters of students in their French maid’s outfits were gathered, talking nervously, but at the sight of me they scattered like mice, fleeing with cries and shrieks into their rooms, slamming doors shut as if an inch of wood could stop me.

“Imogen!” my bellow echoed off the walls. I could sense the enemy closing in on me. Running out of time. “Imogen!”

I flew down the hall, paused at a crossroads. Doorways in every direction, heads sticking out to peer at me, shouts from below, the sound of chaos on my heels.

“Imogen!”

“Noah!”

Even through the wax I heard the call clearly, as if it sounded from the depths of my soul and not down the hall. 

And at the sound of my own name, cried out in that beloved voice, my heart surged, my skin goose bumped, my breath caught, and there she was, running down the hall toward me, braids bouncing, glasses gleaming, heart-shaped face more lovely than ever before. 

Imogen.

I flew to her, swept her off her feet, in my arms, turning as I held her close, lips locking with her own, needing her more than I’d thought possible. My sense of self coalescing in her presence, something healing, a gaping, sucking chest wound in my soul. Held her tight, wanting to cry, wanting to scream, and heard her sob, in relief, in horror.

I ceased our barrel role and landed at the end of the hallway, a stone window seat set before three windows that were angled to look out over a distant river and rolling hills shrouded in mist.

“It’s you,” Imogen gasped, gloved hand touching my cheek. “You’re here.”

Her cheeks were wet with tears, her eyes raw, wounded, her face hollowed as if by weeks of starvation and pain. 

How was I hearing her? It was as if the wax were gone. I reached up, touched my ear, found it still blocked.

No time to worry about that.

“We need to get out,” I said. “Warg and the rest will be on us in seconds. How?”

“I don’t know,” she said, voice breaking with strain and fear. “I’ve thought of nothing else all this time.”

“This is all construct,” I said. “An illusion cast by the manifold. To get out, we need to pass a trial. What’s the trial? What are we being tested on?”

“It’s my trial,” she said, voice wretched. “Not yours. You’re the stakes.”

The ring in her forehead. Gone, here. But she was right. “All right.” I had to fight to stay calm. “What’s the test?”

“It’s simple.” A new voice, calm, amused.

My blood ran cold.

I turned, hand clenching Imogen’s. 

Sandovar was walking slowly toward us, hands extended to the sides as if to calm us down. He didn’t look scared. Impressed. His face betrayed sardonic amusement and little more.

Imogen let out a low, tortured groan. A sound I’d never heard her make before, even when mortally wounded.

“You’re right. This is her test. And she knows what she has to do. Has always known. And therein lies the irony. For you to escape this manifold, Noah, she simply has to be true to herself.”

I could hear him clearly through the wax as well. Were the rules of this place breaking down? I didn’t look away from Sandovar. “What’s he talking about?”

“Imogen knows. Has always known. The truth is this: she is worthless.” I went to protest, but he raised a hand, cutting me off. “I’m not saying she doesn’t contribute to your cause. In that she is priceless. But her value exists only relative to how she can help you. Isn’t that right, Imogen? What are you without Noah? Without this mission?”

“Nothing,” she whispered, and the sound of her voice was like a motherfucking shiv in my heart.

“No,” I said, shaking her hand fiercely.

“You ever wonder what she was like before me?” Sandovar’s smile was mirthless. “Before Harmiel? Before she killed me and fled?”

I gaped. I’d always imagined Imogen to be the same. Even as a child. Studious, brilliant, calm, capable. 

“Because I can assure you she wasn’t like she is now. The girl that bent to my rule, that craved my approval, that did whatever I wanted, when I wanted, and how I wanted - oh, she was vivacious, capricious, cruel. Nothing like the girl by your side.”

“Woman,” I said. “She’s no girl.”

Sandovar waved my objection aside. “But ask yourself: why the change? Because even though she broke away from my orbit, she remained irrevocably damaged. Corrupted. Polluted. Harmiel is the least of it. The stains on her soul. Those can never be washed away.”

“Stop,” whispered Imogen. 

“She’s worthless. I say that without rancor. She got off easy with that collar in the library. In her heart of hearts, she knows she deserved death. But you Source worshippers are so soft.”

I raised my hand, tried for the First Mantra. When had I let it slip? But Sandovar’s gaze was mesmerizing. Imogen’s frozen presence by my side was heart wrenching, and the words wouldn’t come.

“Have you ever asked why she’s so giving? So tolerant? So willing to share you with the others? Don’t tell me you just attributed that to love?”

I gaped. I had. Imogen was amazing in every way because we loved each other, trusted each other. 

“You’re lying,” I said. “That’s what Lilith does. Lies. Warps. Corrupts.”

“You’ll notice she’s not denying anything I’m saying. Noah, you could have put a leash around her neck and forced her to crawl after you, and she’d have been glad. You could have tied her up like an animal outside your camp each night, and in her heart she’d have known she didn’t deserve better. Aren’t I right, Imogen?”

Imogen’s grip on my hand was like steel. Her face was transfixed, tears glimmering in her eyes, mouth a trembling line.

“You’re wrong,” I said, realizing she wasn’t going to speak. “I’d never treat her like that. I love her. I love her with everything I have.”

“Oh, that’s got to sting, doesn’t it, Imogen? Poor Noah. He doesn’t know. How could he? You haven’t told him. Didn’t want to ruin how he saw you. But it’s got to undercut his words. His ignorance of what you really are. What you’ve done.”

“Please,” whispered Imogen, voice wavering, near cracking. “Please stop.”

“Tell him,” said Sandovar. “Tell him what I had you do to earn Harmiel.”

“I don’t care,” I said. “Whatever it is. I don’t care.”

Her whole body was shaking.

“And so we come to it. It doesn’t matter what you think, Noah. It’s what she knows to be true that counts. And she knows she’s worthless. And that the only way for you to get out of here is for her to sacrifice herself.” His grin grew wider. “Which she’s only too happy to do.”

I hurled a wild, chaotic bolt of lightning at Sandovar. He put up a ward, absorbing the attack contemptuously.

“He’s right,” said Imogen, her voice hoarse with emotion. “Noah. He’s telling the truth. This is my test. And… and I’m willing to pass it.”

“Bullshit,” I said, rage rising up from within me like a vortex. “This is just more Lilith-created bullshit. We’re leaving here together.”

“Tell him,” called out Sandovar, his amusement such he sounded on the verge of laughter. “Tell him about what you did to Tomasiel.”

Imogen flinched as if struck.

“It was the last hurdle for her to earn Harmiel’s blessing, and oh, she didn’t hesitate. Positively enjoyed it, didn’t you, Imogen? Who’d have guessed you could be so sick, so twisted, so perverted? And I but opened the door. That darkness came from within you.”

“Shut up!” I hurled another bolt of lightning at him, opened up Manipura and dumped a truckload of power into the attack, hurling spear after spear of ragged lightning at him. But though each was powerful, their forms were rough, and Sandovar’s ward absorbed them all.

“In a moment Warg will come around that corner,” said Sandovar, “but that’s not what you need to worry about. Because the abbess is coming. I can sense her, like the approach of the sun. When she gets here, all the wax in the world won’t protect you from her wrath. How many have you killed and injured on your way here, Noah? How many rules do you think you’ve broken? Oh, she’ll take her time with you. It’ll take you months to die. Imogen. You know what’s coming. You’ve got but moments to make a decision, and then it’ll be too late. You know this. Do what’s right. Save him. Save your love. Do what it takes so that he can continue on his quest. Come to me, Imogen. Come to me, and he’ll be free.”

Tears brimmed and rolled down Imogen’s cheeks anew. I held her hand tightly, felt her try to tug it free. 

“Please,” she whispered. “There’s no other way. He’s right. I’m… I’m not worth your sacrificing yourself for. Let me save you, Noah. Please.”

“Never,” I growled. “I love you. Don’t you hear me? I love you!”

“You don’t know me,” she said, and the words were like daggers punching into my chest. She pulled her hand free. “You only think you do.”

“No. What we experienced, that bond, that love that the Source itself blessed - that was true.”

She hesitated, then shook her head. “Even if it was. It can’t help us now. I do this gladly. Let me go, Noah. Let me go before it’s too late.”

“Imogen.” And somehow, despite what I felt, despite what I wanted, I could feel myself losing her. Though she stood before me, it felt like she was already receding, growing smaller, being borne away from me by a tide I couldn’t see, couldn’t fight.

“I love you,” she said, smiling brokenly, reaching up to adjust her spectacles. “I love you with all my heart, Noah. Wherever I go next, whatever happens to me, I’ll always cherish our time together. You’ll never know what it meant to me. What happiness you brought me.”

It was my turn to tear up, horror and denial and fury choking me. “Imogen, no.”

“Goodbye, Noah. Thank you. Thank you for giving me a chance.”

And then she turned and began to walk toward Sandovar.

Who extended his hand to her and smiled at me, his expression one of complacent gloating.

I had but seconds. Seconds before something terrible happened. Something final. Seconds that were flowing through my fingers as I watched her walk away, shoulders slumped, head lowered, back to the man who had seduced her, warped her, broken her.

Whom she’d killed, but never, it seemed, truly escaped.

Svadhisthana. I could reach for its power. Bludgeon her with its allure, rope her back to my side, capture her and force her to act against her will. It would work. I knew it would. Powered with my true devotion, I knew I’d be able to override her own qualms.

But no. That wasn’t it. I’d win the battle, lose the war. 

But wasn’t that better than losing her altogether? A broken Imogen by my side was better than a dead Imogen any day of the week.

There had to be a better way. 

A solution. Something -

A touch of Manipura. I rose up into the air, crossed my legs, floated in place. Placed my hands on my knees, inhaled deeply, and closed my eyes.

Just instinct. Nothing else to guide me. Nothing else I could trust. I held my breath, floating in the darkness behind my eyelids, and felt time slow, near stop.

And there they were. The owl eyes. Blazing and absolute, gazing down at me like twin volcano tops. I stared up at them, met their carnivorous stare - not with confusion, not with doubt, not with contempt - but with a certain measure of acceptance. 

I felt my reservoir open behind me, and leaned backwards, falling into a dive, down into its depths. 

My magic levels were near depleted. Manipura’s roar had grown muted, Svadhisthana’s revolutions grown still. Muladhara lay closed beneath me. 

Once more I assumed the lotus position. And through sheer force of will, through bloody-minded desire, I said to myself:

Om nashta vahkaya prim.

The magic around me began to swirl, myself the center of the growing vortex. Muladhara’s petals began to stir.

Om nashta vahkaya priyam.

The petals opened, revealing Muladhara’s ruby heart. I poured what remained of my magic into its glittering center, and felt Muladhara reach out to me in turn, enveloping me with its primal security, its base comfort. My fears and doubts, my horrors and traumas fell away, and I floated in a state of beatification.

This wasn’t my test. But I could help Imogen pass it. 

The manifold was located in Tagimron. This test was taking place at the behest of the Elegiac Enigma. 

There was no Sandovar. No academy. No abbess making her way toward us. 

The danger was real, but also illusory. All this was designed to push Imogen to her breaking point. 

To strike at her greatest weakness. 

A weakness I’d never even guessed at before. A complete lack of self-worth. A terrible self-loathing that made her the perfect companion, willing to support me and love me in everything, since she never thought herself deserving anything better.

Even in Muladhara’s grasp I felt remorse. And having seen her academy, I could begin to grasp how this had been done to her. Add in Sandovar’s abuse, and was it any wonder she’d been so broken?

I couldn’t unbreak her. 

But I could give her the opportunity to do so herself.

I relinquished Muladhara and flew to the flaming circle that surrounded the entrance to her sanctum. A pass of my hand, and the portal opened. 

She was within, floating in the center of the room in a fetal position, hands pressed to her ears, eyes screwed shut, mouth open in a silent and eternal scream. Harmiel dripped from her, covered her completely from head to toe.

I steeled my heart and flew forward. Entered her sanctum, moved right up to her. Reached out, gently took hold of her wrists. 

Pulled them away from her ears.

“Imogen,” I said.

Her eyes opened. She saw me but didn’t seem to comprehend what she was looking at.

“Imogen,” I said again. “It’s me. Noah. Come back to me.”

“No,” she said, voice tortured, broken.

“I love you. Come back to me.”

“I can’t,” she said, still curled up, trying to pull her hands back to her ears. “I don’t… I don’t deserve…”

“I love you,” I said. And the truth of my words was made manifest by a golden glow that surrounded me, an aura that warmed us both. That made Harmiel’s slick, oily blackness turn ashen in its light.

Tears formed in her eyes. “You don’t know me.”

“I love you.”

“You don’t know what I did.”

“Then tell me. Tell me the worst.”

“I can’t,” she sobbed. “You’ll stop loving me.”

I smiled at her. Feeling nothing but sympathy and love, pain and sadness. “If you love me too, then trust me. Try me. Tell me.”

We hovered there, slowly revolving within her sanctum, and then she closed her eyes, the strain leaving her arms. “Sandovar tasked me with kidnapping Tomasiel. I had to break his will before he died. Break his spirit so that he not only wanted to die, but was grateful to me for killing him. I needed to make him love me before I cut his throat.”

I absorbed her words. After what I’d just been through, the weeks of torment, I couldn’t just dismiss her words. On some level, in a way that I’d never been able to before, I knew what she was describing involved. The trauma. The soul-warping. I couldn’t just brush this aside and focus on my love.

So I didn’t.

I took it into myself. The facts. The deed. I didn’t need to know how she’d done it. Knew that she’d been successful. That this Tomasiel’s life had been hell before he’d died, so perverse and horrific that he’d finally come around to loving her. 

What would it have taken me to love Sandovar before the end? To be grateful to him before he cut my throat?

I couldn’t guess.

But the very thought turned my stomach, caused my gorge to rise. I saw again the pail of boiling water, my toenails peeling away from my blistered flesh. Saw Sandovar raise his mallet, other hand steadying the wedge he was about to drive between the splints strapped tightly around my lower leg.

Thought of the long nights I’d lain awake in my cot, chained and shivering, trying to incorporate the pain I’d taken into my sense of self, to come to terms with my own weeping, my sense of helplessness and terror. To accept that, make it part of me. To own it. 

My hatred. My sickening fury. 

How much more would it have taken for me to love Sandovar? How badly would he have had to break me down before building me back up?

I didn’t want to know. 

I never wanted to know.

But Imogen knew. 

She’d broken down Tomasiel. Had broken him so badly, so thoroughly, she’d been able to make him love her, truly love her.

And then she’d cut his throat.

The golden glow around me faded. Faded, and then went out.

Imogen opened her eyes. As if she’d sensed its disappearance. And I saw in the depths of her eyes such bleakness, such pain, that it left me cold. But worst of all was something I’d never thought to see there: acceptance.

She’d known it would end my love. That it would be too much.

And then, of course, I understood. Why Sandovar had taken the time to torture me. To try and break me. 

So that when this moment came, I’d not be able to ignore Imogen’s sins. 

Everything had been building toward this moment.

“Do you remember?” It was all I could manage at first, voice a dry rasp. “Do you remember rescuing me from that Lilith witch back on Ghogiel?”

Imogen frowned in confusion. 

“You came out of that wood like some kind of goddess. I’d never been happier to see you.”

No reaction now. No response.

“And how when Valeria fell to Lilith’s influence, back when she was trying to protect Emma? How you forgave her? Understood her? The compassion you showed?”

Still nothing.

“How you’ve encouraged Emma to work on her meditations even though she’s shown no aptitude for magic. How you worked tirelessly to find Emma and Valeria when they were lost, going so far as to invent a new kind of spell. How you’ve forgiven me time and time again for my shortcomings. Your bravery in Peruthros. Your support for Neveah joining our group back in Bastion.”

“That doesn’t change what I’ve done,” she said, voice wooden.

“What you did was… a truly terrible thing. But it only further highlights how you’ve changed. The Imogen who did that to Tomasiel is gone. In her place is a woman that has done perhaps more than any other member of our group to get us this far.” I could see that I wasn’t getting through to her. Struggled to find the right words.

“Imogen. You’ve not simply been doing penance. You’ve been a force of positivity and strength. You’re a vessel of the Source now. The Source approved your becoming one of my companions. Are you saying the Source itself can’t be trusted in judging your character?”

She looked away.

“You’ve been doing more than just penance. You’ve become a new person. And yes, you may have to find a way to make amends for what you did. I don’t know whether that’s possible, or what that might look like, but you can’t let your past destroy the person you’ve become.”

Imogen’s head snapped around as she glared at me. “I tortured a man to death, Noah. I murdered him in cold blood.”

“Yes.” I didn’t look away, though it was hard. “And I haven’t quite sorted out how I feel about that. But, I know this: that Imogen is dead. You may still have to pay for her sins, but you’re no longer that person. You’re a new person. You’ve showed yourself, through your actions, time and again without count, that you’re a better person. Better than almost anyone I know.” 

And within my heart, within the soaring spaces of my soul, clouds parted, doubts and fears edged apart, so that the strength of my love could once more shine through. “And I love that person. That person - you, who you are today - is worthy of love. Accept that. Please.”

And faintly at first, but with ever-growing strength, that golden radiance emerged from about me once more.

Imogen stared at me in shock. “You mean that?”


“I do.”

“But…” she trailed off, as if wanting to protest, but not knowing what to say. “I… what I did…”

I stayed quiet. Watched. Waited.

“Tomasiel,” she whispered, face contorting with pain. “Oh Tomasiel. I’m…”

“Say it,” I whispered, taking her hand.

Imogen couldn’t meet my eyes. “I don’t deserve to say it.”

“He deserves to hear it.”

“I’m… I’m so low, so despicable, I don’t get to… to apologize.”

“Yes. You do.” I took her hand, squeezed it tight. “The old you, maybe not. But the woman before me? She gets to apologize. After all she’s done, she’s earned the right.”

Again she turned back to me, searched my face, as if seeking the slightest sign of a lie. “You really think so?”

I nodded firmly.

“I… all right.” A deep breath. “Tomasiel.” Her voice shook. “I’m… I’m so sorry.” 

And she broke down into sobs. Deep, soul-wrenching sobs, each torn free from the very depths of her being, her whole body shaking and trembling as she cried out. I’d never seen someone cry so hard. I pulled her into my embrace, not caring that Harmiel smudged against me, oozed over my skin. Held her tight as she wept, as the sounds of her sobs echoed within her sanctum.

Finally, after I know not how long, she grew still. Lay her head on my shoulder, arms around my chest, and we floated in silence. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered again, barely audible.

“You need to come back with me,” I said. “I need you. In every way. I won’t leave you here.”

“But there’s no other way out.”

“That’s a lie. C’mon. Every test can be passed.”

“Then how? Sandovar -”

“There is no Sandovar.”

She pulled back, adjusted her spectacles. “Right. I meant… the logic of this place. It… it’s demanding I sacrifice myself.”

“I don’t care. All I care about right now is your forgiving yourself.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes once more.

“Forgiving yourself just enough that you’ll admit you’re worth something. Not, like, from a utilitarian point of view. Not just to me. But to yourself. You’re a person worthy of love. You deserve to get out of here. Say it.”

“I… I don’t know if I can.”

“You have to. I won’t have it any other way.”

She dropped her gaze again, lower lip trembling, but then sniffed sharply. “I… I don’t want to die.”

A start.

“I… I want to help you. You and the others. I want to help you defeat Lilith.”

I stayed quiet.

“And… yes. There are times that I don’t think of my past. Sometimes entire days, maybe even weeks, recently. When I feel… like I’ve been given a second chance. And… I guess…”

“You have to own it,” I said. “There’s no room for hesitancy here. Think on everything I’ve said. All that you’ve done. Own it, Imogen.”

Conflict and doubt warred on her face. I’d never seen her look so vulnerable, so raw. Even in the depths of our lovemaking, she’d always had some measure of assurance to her. As if the act of giving justified her presence by my side.

Now I was forcing her to look inwards. And all her unshakeable confidence was falling away, leaving her raw inner core exposed.

Silence. She stared away, into the middle distance, brow furrowed. Deep in thought. Wrestling, lips pursed, with the words I needed her to say.

“I…” She trailed off. Tried again. “I… I’ve earned… a place by your side.”

I nodded encouragingly.

“I…” Her face crumpled with a brief flicker of grief again, but with iron resolve she composed her features again. I couldn’t imagine the herculean effort it was taking her to walk that tightrope over her self-loathing and horror. “I… I’m my own person. I’m… I may not be perfect. I’m not perfect.” She gave a hollow laugh. “But I’m doing my best. And I… I deserve…”

She was so close. I practically willed her to say it. To claim her right to live. 

“I deserve… I need a chance to make amends. To find a way to apologize for my sins. I’m not a thing to be discarded when I’m no longer of use. I’m not a tool. I’m Imogen.” She said the last as if it were a revelation, a surprise to her. “I’m Imogen, and I deserve… to live.”

 

Chapter 16

 

 

 

We appeared outside the archway on the manifold’s floating island. The Guardian stood to one side as before, watching us with placid interest.

It felt like an eternity since we’d been here last. A year. Yet how many weeks had gone by? A month? Had that time passed as well in the real world? After the grim, muted tones of the academy, the brilliance of the heavens here, the virulent colors, the fresh wind against my skin - all of it felt surreal, like a fever dream. 

Shard was once more at my hip. Imogen stood hunched, as if expecting a blow, and she flinched when I stepped forward to hug her, the glowing arms of my spirit body bright against her own muted form. Harmiel had retreated to a degree, but it was clear that our trial at the academy had wounded her in some profound manner; she no longer shone with that same brilliance, and everything about her, even how she hugged me back, now felt tentative.

No matter. We’d survived. We’d bested the Enigma’s trial. Pulling back I studied Imogen’s brow, and saw that the circle had indeed turned to gold.

We did it, I said. You did it.

Imogen tongued the inside of her cheek and gave a somber nod. We did. I’d not have managed but for you.

You did it. I tried to inject confidence into my voice. Used two fingers to lift her chin. That was the worst he had to throw at us, and we took it and overcame.

Yes, she said, but didn’t sound convinced. 

What was that old saying? That which doesn’t kill you makes you stronger? Looking at Imogen, how she had trouble now meeting my gaze, I couldn’t help but wonder. There was so much I had to unpack with what had just happened. So much to ponder. So much of our own history to reinterpret. But now wasn’t the time.

Come on, I said, intertwining my fingers with her own. Let’s get back.

If you are ready, said the Guardian, I shall return you to your realm.

Please, I said.

Then let it be so.

The island swirled about us, colors bleeding into each other, shapes losing coherency, and then, with a gasp, I sat up.

I was in a cot, in the dark, in a small room. 

Alone. 

Breathing real air, my body tangible in a way it hadn’t been within the manifold. But where was - there. A faint line under a doorway. I bit back a cry of panic. Forced myself to inhale raggedly as I clutched at my ankle to see if it was chained.

Nothing.

I wasn’t back in Sandovar’s clutches. 

Why had I thought that to be so? Heart hammering wildly, mouth dry, throat constricted, I got out of bed. My body ached, stiff and sore in a way I’d never felt before. But without a thought, I reached out and connected with Manipura. Engaged the Priyam Mantra, so that I didn’t burn through my magic at a terrible rate. 

Crept to the door. Listened. I wouldn’t take anything for granted. A thought, and I touched my chest, felt my tunic, moved my hands down, felt a pair of loose drawstring pants. What I’d been wearing to sleep, before. But when I’d gone under and entered the manifold I’d been properly dressed.

Why was I back in my pajamas?

A cry of excitement - Emma? Heard her call for the others, heard Imogen’s voice, a shout from Brielle, and that was all I needed.

I opened my door. The muted light of the hallway beyond showed the others crowding around Imogen’s room, Valeria already turning to my door.

“He’s awake! They’re back!” Real excitement. Three strides and she crossed the hall to envelop me in a hug, to hold me tight, press her face into my neck.

It took me a second, but I hugged her back. Transitioning back was proving more difficult than I’d anticipated. Weeks of pain and torture had ingrained a wariness in me I couldn’t simply drop. 

But in Valeria’s strong embrace I found comfort, in her smell, her obvious joy in seeing me. So, after a moment, I relaxed into it, pressed my face into her hair, and allowed myself to think: we did it. We really did.

“Her circle’s turned gold!” said Emma, and clapped her hands. “You guys passed the trial!”

Imogen appeared in her doorway, looking diffident, lips pursed, gaze flicking up and back down to the ground.

“Imogen?” Brielle’s tone was probing. A beat of silence as Valeria turned back to the others, one arm still around my waist. Brielle reached out for Imogen’s gloved hand, but Imogen crossed her arms instead.

“That bad, huh. Come on.” Brielle moved in, slid an arm around her waist, guided her down the hall to the main chamber at the end. “We were eating. You guys must be famished.”

Emma turned to me in confusion. “Is she OK? I mean, are you OK, Noah?”

“OK?” My voice was a rusty rasp. I coughed into my fist, trying to clear my throat. “No, I don’t think so. But yes. We did it.”

“We were starting to panic,” said Emma, falling in on my other side as we followed Brielle and Imogen into the large room. “After the first few days, we were sure something had gone wrong, but Brielle said you’d made it through the archway, and you were breathing, so -”

“First few days?” I stopped. “How long were we under?”

Emma shared a speculative glance with Valeria. “Five weeks?”

I felt my face drain of blood. “Damn. We lost five weeks?”

“How long did it feel for you?” asked Valeria.

“About the same. I just hoped time was going quicker for us.”

We pulled out chairs around the table and sat. 

“I wanted to fly back down to the portal,” said Brielle, “but didn’t think I could do it alone.”

“After you were first injured I suggested getting help,” said Emma. “Valeria and Brielle went in search of that cat lady you spoke of. Little Meow? She came, evaluated you both. Your back had already healed over by then - she said aggressive healing magics had been used on you, but that you were now healthy enough. She thought she could wake you up, but advised against it. Said your minds were otherwise preoccupied, and that trying to wake you up with magic could, well, break your minds. So we resigned ourselves to waiting.”

“My back?” I jerked my hand under my shirt, tried to feel as much of my back as I could. Scar tissue met my touch. I felt an idiot. Of course it was there - I’d been feeling the tightness, the tug of my thickened skin during certain movements ever since I’d woken up here. But I’d grown used to it, had tuned it out, so that on some level I’d still hoped my injuries had been left behind.

I shoved back from the table, brought my left foot up over my knee. It was marbled in scar tissue. “Fuck.”

“What happened, Noah?” Valeria’s voice was somber. “What were they doing to you?”

I felt my brow prickle with sweat, pulse pick up speed, stomach knot. I didn’t want to think about it. Those memories, those moments of ludicrous pain, had become dense knots of horror. I didn’t want to pick at them. 

But I forced myself to dry swallow and sit up straight. Everyone but Imogen was staring at me.

She was staring at her hands in her lap.

“I was tortured,” I said, voice stiff. “The manifold…” I couldn’t speak. The experience was almost too much. Even after all I’d been through. Ghogiel. The Five Trials. Those five weeks at the academy had been brutal.

I tried again.

“The manifold tried to break Imogen. The nature of her test involved hurting me so that when the moment of truth came, I’d be less likely to support her. It failed.”

“But what happened?” asked Emma, looking back and forth from Imogen to me.

It was Imogen who spoke. “We were sent to a simulation of my old academy.”

“Where you were trained in magic?” asked Brielle, voice sharp with surprise.

“Yes. Drawn perhaps from my own memories. I don’t know. But we were separated almost immediately. Both of us were imprisoned and tormented. It was… an exquisitely designed trap. The manifold used my greatest weakness against me. Perfectly calibrated my experience to break me.” Her voice was flat, without affect. “It would have worked without Noah.”

“Shit,” said Valeria, sitting back in her chair. “So that’s what awaits the rest of us?”

“I’d wager so, yes.” Imogen looked up at last, her one surviving spectacle gleaming in the light of the lantern. “If my test was any indication. The manifold will ferret out your deepest, darkest secret, and then design a world that will hammer at that weakness as hard as it can to break you.”

Nobody spoke. In my mind’s eye I could see Sandovar smiling as he built a small fire beneath the broad pail. I shuddered, then forced the memory aside.

“What matters is that we passed,” I said. “These trials, brutal as they are, can be beaten.”

“You can’t do that again,” said Imogen, staring right at me. “Noah. You can’t suffer that much four more times.”

“Sure I can,” I said, trying for an easy tone. “But you guys might have to be patient with me.” And I searched for a joke, something to break the tension, and came up with nothing.

“So if we die in the manifold,” said Emma. “We die here?”

“Judging from Noah’s scars, I’d say so,” said Brielle.

“Can you tell us more about what actually happened?” asked Emma, voice gentle. 

“No,” said Imogen. “At least, not yet. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” said Emma. “We don’t have to dive into the next trial right away. Right? We can wait a few days. Let Noah rest. And then, maybe when you’re ready to share what happened, we can try to anticipate what the next of us will face.”

“Good thinking,” said Brielle, and Emma gave a bashful smile. Something subtle had changed between them, but then again, they’d had five weeks in confined quarters. Be weird if it hadn’t. 

“Whomever goes next, they’ll have to be brutally honest about what Noah can expect.”

“Yes,” said Valeria, sounding animated. “Smart. If we can predict what the manifold will throw at us, we can on some level be ready.”

I held Imogen’s gaze. Could see in her eyes the same thought that had occurred to me: nothing could have prepared us for that.

Again, I roused myself. “The most important thing to remember is that wherever we end up, it’s not real. The people we’ll speak with aren’t the real people we remember. Everything is a construct. Everything is designed to defeat us. It was only by holding onto that fact that I was able to step away from the situation and understand what was really at play.”

Valeria, Emma, and Brielle all nodded, expressions grave.

“Which might sound obvious, but when you’re in there, dealing with memories that trigger you in the worst way, suffering, being…” 

Broken, I wanted to say.

“Being tested, it’s easy to forget. To accept the manifold’s reality as true, its laws as binding, its logic as the only set you can follow. We’ll have to go in skeptical, aware, and try to figure out as quickly as possible what the manifold’s after, how it’s going to test us. Then step back, and see if we can’t figure out how to beat it.”

“How did you beat your test, Imogen?” asked Brielle. “Did you have to kill someone, reach a portal…?

“I had to accept something. Believe something,” said Imogen, voice quiet.

Emma broke the silence. “Shit. I’m not looking forward to this at all.”

I gave a husky laugh. “Nor me.”

Brielle crossed the room and pulled a bottle from a crate. “Little Meow gave us some of her wine. We’ve been saving it for when you guys emerged.” She considered the bottle, frowning. “But somehow it doesn’t feel like a celebratory moment.”

I stood. “You guys enjoy it. I need to rest. How about we start fresh tomorrow morning?”

Everyone else stood up as well. I saw confusion, disappointment, doubt, and fear on everyone’s faces.

Everyone but Neveah’s. 

In her dark, glimmering eyes, I saw understanding.

I held her gaze. And for the first time felt like I had perhaps the faintest right to do so. The slightest inkling of what lay behind their opaqueness. 

“Well, don’t mind if I do,” said Brielle, drawing a slender knife and stabbing its point into the cork.

“Imogen?” I extended my hand to her.

She hesitated, then came round the table and took my hand.

“Night all. Thanks for waiting. For believing in us.” And I escorted Imogen back to my room. Closed the door behind her.

“Hey.”

“Hey,” she said, looking down at her hands.

What could I say? Nothing worth the breath. So instead I toed off my boots and pulled her down onto the bed with me. She lay down, maid’s dress rustling, hands under cheek, back to my chest. 

I pulled the threadbare blanket over us both. 

Held her close. Hoped that spoke to her. Hoped that helped assuage her pain.

She wept. Quietly, doing her best to hold back her grief. I wrapped my arms around her and said nothing. Simply focused on being present, on my love for her, trying not to dwell on what we’d been through.

To imagine how she’d been tortured over the past five weeks. 

And even though my body had been asleep the whole time, I found that my psychic pain was such, my emotional drain, my spiritual abuse that I was able to close my eyes and sink back into oblivion without much effort.

 

* * *

 

I awoke to the sound of swordplay. Imogen was gone. I sat up, wiped at my eyes, then rose and moved into the central chamber at the end of the hall. 

Emma was sparring with Neveah. 

And it was immediately obvious she’d not let the five weeks go to waste. Though they were fighting with wooden blades, the clack-clack-clack was sharp enough to indicate that any blow would still hurt like hell. 

Emma was holding her sword with a two-handed grip, and driving Neveah back before her, her feet moving smoothly over the floor, her blade swinging high to low, horizontal arcs followed by lunging stabs. 

Neveah blocked and parried with something akin to amused disinterest, but Emma’s attack was sufficiently focused to keep her moving, keep her parrying.

I crossed my arms and leaned against the side of the archway. Watched with amazement. It felt like just yesterday Emma had been struggling to swing and step at the same time. Now she was moving fluidly, keeping her center of balance in check, clearly thinking beyond the immediate attack, moving from one stance to the next, executing chains of attacks.

Brielle and Valeria stood to one side, wooden blades over their shoulders, calling out advice and encouragement. They caught sight of me, and Valeria grinned; her pride was evident.

Emma moved around enough to see me standing there, and her eyes widened in shock. Then she frowned and pressed her attacks even harder, picking up the tempo, feinting and hammering at Neveah’s defense, working her way from high to low, the clack-clack-clack coming so quickly the sound was almost a continuous blur.

Finally, Emma stepped back, blew a lock of pale blonde hair out of her face, and laughed. “Impossible! I might as well be attacking a wall!”

Valeria applauded. “Much better, Emma!”

“Not bad,” said Brielle with a lazy smile. “Though you’re still refusing to use your rear guard as much as you should.”

Neveah inclined her head to Emma, the slightest of nods, but it seemed to have more effect on her than anything else. Emma beamed, then turned to me with a raised eyebrow. “We’ve not been idle while you were gone.”

“I can tell,” I said, moving forward. “At this rate you’ll be passing me in no time.”

“We’ve been drilling every morning,” said Valeria. “You want in?”

And I realized that I did. Very badly. To move, to train, to stop thinking. “Yes.”

“Then let’s start with some partner sparring to warm up. Nothing fancy, just get your blood flowing. We’ll transition into our forms, then train two on three.”

“Neveah?” I said. “Up for some sparring?”

The tall, willowy woman hadn’t even broken a sweat. Her smile was enigmatic. “Sure.”

“He is scared of sparring with me,” said Emma.

“Come on, padawan,” said Brielle, moving to face off against her. “Let’s work that rear guard.”

“Padawan?” I asked, surprised. “You know that term?”

“Emma taught me,” said Brielle. “Which makes me her Jedi Master.”

“Surreal,” I said, shaking my head and turning to face Neveah. “What a world. Ready?”

Neveah eased herself into the subtlest of combat crouches, a gentle flexing of her knees, blade hanging by her side, eyes narrowing a fraction as she studied me.

I took a deep breath as I accepted Valeria’s wooden blade. Held its hilt with both hands, swung it in a lazy circle on either side of me, then also sank into a combat crouch, hands by my temple, Shard’s tip pointing at the ceiling.

There was no urge to attack her right away. Instead, I took my time studying her in turn. She was masterful in how little she gave away. Even her eyes were steady, watching me with that calm indifference. I knew what Emma meant by Neveah’s being a wall. There was no obvious weakness, no chink in her defense. And that was with her just standing there, weapon down.

How was she projecting that strength? Her guard should have felt down with her blade lowered, but instead she looked invincible.

Even her feet were barely shoulder width apart. Toes of her left foot pointed at me, those of the right a little to the side. 

Was I seeing everything there was to see? 

I wasn’t the man who’d sparred with her last time. I’d spent four or five weeks of forced training under Serena. Mind acquiescing to unnatural amounts of learning under the lash of psyche-imperium. 

For most of that time I’d engaged the Vam Mantra without having access to my magic. Had been ordered to repeat it without surcease so as to sharpen my focus. Had come to appreciate how it had filtered out extraneous thoughts, had opened my senses to what lay before me but which I simply didn’t have the wherewithal to appreciate. 

It was like slipping on an old pair of shoes. I must have said the words of the Vam Mantra tens of thousands of times over the past month. Yet the associations they brought made me shudder; even as I said the first of them, I thought I saw Serena across the table from me, eyes dark with contempt and disdain.

Au vam savasham avanastu vam; au vam purnashta devam au vam.

My pulse immediately began to slow. I felt my body relax, tension bleeding away. Breath deepened. My stance, which I had thought solid, felt uncertain; I adjusted my posture in subtle ways till it felt right. Shard light in my hands. Peripheral distractions fading away.

Au vam savasham avanastu vam.

Grant me freedom from the flesh, perfect freedom.

And now I saw lines of subtle tension running through Neveah’s frame. Had I thought her inscrutable? Her weight was ever so slightly on her right foot, whose toes were turned away; ready to sidestep the moment I attacked. The faintest of lines around her eyes indicated her focus. Her grip loose on the hilt of her blade, hinting at an inclination to a quick parry as she darted aside, but which would no doubt tighten with her first riposte.

Au vam purnashta devam au vam.

Grant me freedom from dreams, the dreams of the self.

Manipura was there, quiescent, ready to be tapped. But no. This was to be a simple sparring session. 

My breath deepened further, inhalations and exhalations taking longer. Strength - natural strength - flowed through me as I harnessed my body’s potential. The wooden blade as light as a feather in my grip. A myriad approaches suggested themselves. 

Still I didn’t move. 

Emma and Brielle, who’d begun to spar, broke off, turned to watch us in confusion.

I would lunge. Neveah sidestep, parrying and sending my blade away, only to bring it wheeling about in a downward diagonal chop. Fast, smooth as silk, beheading me.

Neveah’s eyes narrowed but a fraction more as she waited. As if in surprise.

I would leap forward, blade scything diagonally down from the right, following her sidestep. Her deflection would turn into a hard block. Her front foot snaking out to hook behind my heel, sending me tumbling -

No. I lowered my blade from where I held it up high and allowed it to flow behind me, a tail, hands at my right hip. 

Forward step, sweep blade up and across, following her sidestep, forcing a high parry, my weight coming in behind it, shoulder to her upraised elbows, sending her stumbling back, she’d go with the blow, retreat before me, turning faster than I could follow, blade whipping around like a lash to hew at my side -

Neveah adjusted her posture. Right toes moved to face me, weight went onto the ball of her left foot. So slight a change I’d not have noticed it before.

Everything changed.

She would meet my attack halfway, her own blade parrying mine, deflecting my upward sweep -

I shifted my weight subtly onto my forward left foot, adjusted my grip on my blade so that I could spin as I attacked, dropping to a knee under her expected parry, sword taking her out at the legs.

The faintest flicker of emotion on Neveah’s face. Her fingers rippled along her hilt, the grip tightening. Weight eased back to her heels as she relinquished the forward attack, returning to a defensive posture. Direct retreat, blade parrying whatever came at her.

Au vam savasham avanastu vam.

The words were like dark stones dropped into a midnight pond. No ripples, no thought. Just helping me be truly in the moment.

Nothing is more powerful than presence, Serena had said. The ability to be fully invested in the moment. To release regrets and thoughts of the past, to relinquish hopes and the desire to anticipate the future. The Vam Mantra helps you achieve this perfect awareness of the now, in a way that most only achieve during orgasm in sex or the depths of meditative practice, whatever that form may be. Allows you to harness your full potential, and resist the weaknesses of our minds, of our flesh, the desire to drift, to wonder, to speculate, to hope, to despair, to dream.

Forward lunge, then blade sweeping up from the low guard in a rising arc, following her mid-line, followed immediately by a series of savage chops as I stutter stepped after her retreating form, hammering down on her upturned blade. 

My weight flowed accordingly. My posture adjusting, leaning forward ever so slightly. My upward swing powerful enough to knock her blade aside. She’d recover, of course, but would be off-balance, forced to parry my downward chops and little else, five or six in a second, so that when I thrust the hilt of my blade straight into her face, stiff arming her, she’d stagger onto her heels, defense opening up wide -

“Well done,” said Neveah with a smile, straightening out of her stance.

I smiled, stood up straight as well. “Thanks.”

“What do you mean, well done?” asked Emma, utterly mystified. “You guys didn’t do anything.”

“I’ve never seen you display such intentionality,” said Neveah. “Such focus. Very impressive growth.”

“And I’m only starting to appreciate the depths of your defenses,” I said. “I’m sure what I was picking up was just the surface.”

“Perhaps.” And she smiled wryly, her rarest of smiles, and my heart warmed.

“Can someone explain what just happened?” asked Emma.

Valeria was frowning at us, deep in thought. “Looks like Noah’s graduated to a new level of ability.”

“But neither of them moved. They just stared at each other.”

“They were reading each other, Emma.” Brielle’s voice was low, thoughtful. “Though the fact that Noah can even begin to read Neveah is… surprising.”

“That’s me,” I said, trying for a smile. “Endlessly surprising.”

“And you’ve still not swung your blade,” said Valeria. “Come on, this is meant to be a warm-up drill, not a game of chess. Let’s go.”

I managed a real smile at that, and without reaching for the Vam Mantra moved to spar with Neveah. Our blows were relaxed, but I sensed something new in my opponent: Neveah wasn’t dismissing me as she once might have. Now I retained her attention even as we circled lazily, blades clacking, working our way through different guards, retreating and pressing. 

I won’t deny that felt good.

We trained for several hours, till I’d worked up a good sweat, loosened my shoulders and hips, and finally worked away the last of the stiffness that had built up over the past weeks. When finally Valeria called an end to the session, I put up my blade and wiped the sweat from my brow.

“We figure out the showering situation yet?” I asked.

“Actually, yes,” said Valeria, taking the wooden blades from us. “Emma, want to show him?”

She gave Valeria an inscrutable look, then nodded. “Sure. This way.”

And led me to the side of the great circular chamber, where she pried away a partition to reveal a second, small chamber beyond.

“We found this by accident a few weeks ago. A hissing sound was coming from within. Turns out a heated water pipe runs through the ceiling here, see? And if you turn this valve, it lets out either steam at first, or if you keep going, a ton of scalding water which we’ve been catching in this tub.”

She banged her toe against a large tin tub that was halfway full.

“Takes about an hour to cool down enough to use, so our policy is that whomever uses it refills it before leaving. Just pull the plug Valeria put in the side here, and all the water drains through this grate.”

“Pretty neat,” I said, turning in a slow circle. The room - maintenance cupboard? - was small, perhaps three yards by three, but a couple of makeshift benches had been set against the rusted walls, and an unlit lantern stood in the corner.

I nodded at the benches. “Um. You guys watching each other bathe?”

Emma laughed and gave my shoulder a shove. “No, silly. We’ve also been using it as a sauna. Let enough steam come through, and it feels amazing.”

“A sauna?” I couldn’t believe our good luck.

Emma smiled. “Want to give it a go?”

After nearly a month of the cold, drab world of the academy, the idea of working up a hot sweat was beyond exhilarating. “Absolutely.”

“Then here. I’ll join you. Let me go get my towel. Turn the valve carefully - the steam comes out really quickly and you can get burned.”

She slipped out, closing the partition or door segment behind her, and I moved over to the lantern, lighting it after a minute with the small live coal contained in a horn by its side. Moved to the valve that emerged like some crimson mushroom from a thick pipe overhead, and carefully turned it.

The whole pipe began to hammer and shake, and then a thin wheeze sounded as a tiny jet of steam billowed forth, diffusing into the air. Turning it even slower, I opened the valve further so that more steam gushed into the cold air.

The small chamber quickly grew warm, and I pulled my sweaty tunic over my head. Moved to one of the benches, sat, pulled off my boots.

I was studying my scarred foot when Emma stepped back inside, a towel wrapped around herself. She pushed the door closed, tucked a lock of pale blonde hair over her ear, and then moved to sit beside me.

I went to turn to her but she placed a restraining hand on my shoulder. I shivered as she traced the scars down my back. It felt strange; the heat was making the thick, warped skin prickle, but the sensation came at a remove. 

“Noah,” she said, and I heard the tears in her voice. 

“It’s all right.” I didn’t know if it was, but knew it wasn’t her burden to bear. 

“It’s not all right. They… when this happened, I freaked out. There was blood everywhere. You nearly died. I can’t begin to imagine what you went through.”

Now I did turn to her. “Wasn’t easy. But it was…” I tried to find the right word. “It was all right.”

Shock. “You can’t be serious.”

“I mean, yeah, it was terrible. The things that happened to me in the manifold… I don’t know. It’s going to take me a long time to come to peace with it. If ever. But when I think about our quest. What’s at stake. What we accomplished in there. It served a purpose. The pain… the torture, I guess - wasn’t enough to break me. I came through the other side. I’m still standing. And so, bad as it was… it was all right.” It felt weird to talk like this. To discuss something I still didn’t really want to even think about. 

“You’ve changed so much,” said Emma, reaching up to touch my face. “I barely recognize you.”

I smiled ruefully. “The scarring isn’t that bad, surely?”

“No, I mean - you. Noah Kilmartin. I look at you now and I have to work to remember the guy who said he loved me at that bus station back on Earth.”

“A lot’s happened,” I said softly.

“Yes. But like you said. You’ve not let it break you. You’ve grown. The way you faced down Neveah this morning. It gave me chills. Your expression. I’ve never seen you look so focused, so intent, so… I don’t even know. So in control.”

“Yeah. I learned that in the manifold. I was forced into this… forced tutoring situation, I guess you’d call it. Psyche-imperium really sped up the learning process. And I was taught all these different meditation and focusing techniques. Mantras, prisms, ways to kill the concept of self. I haven’t even used half of it yet. But I learned them.”

“That’s how you were able to face Neveah? One of these mantras?”

“I guess so.”

She dropped her hand to her lap. The steam was making the air truly fuggy now, the light of the lantern little more than an amber glow. I was sweating freely, which made my scars itch. Stood, pushed my pants down over my hips, kicked them away, sat down again in only my underpants.

“I wonder who you’ll be by the end of this,” said Emma. Her fingers traced the swell of muscle around my shoulder, brushed down over the slab-like expanse of my chest, ghosted over my abs to drop in her own lap again. “The person behind your eyes. Sometimes I feel like you’re a stranger I’m only pretending to know.”

“Never,” I said, taking her hand in mine. “Underneath I’m still Noah. You’ll always be my best friend, Emma.” A pause, and then I decided to say the truth. Didn’t really care to hide it, to pretend, to pussyfoot around the word. “The girl I love.”

“Ha,” she said, pulling her hand free. “That’s changed, too. You love Imogen. Brielle. We can’t pretend I’m the only one… like before.”

“True.” I turned to lean back against the wall. Closed my eyes. “I love them with all my heart. But it turns out there’s room within me to love many amazing women. I still love you just the same. No, different I guess. It’s not a lovesick coward anymore. The love I feel for you has grown. Been tempered. I love you, but I don’t need you to love me back. I love you, but accept you on your own terms. And if nothing ever comes of that? I’ll accept it, too.”

Silence. Perhaps I’d been too blunt. But fuck, it was hard to be delicate after all I’d been through.

“Noah,” said Emma, voice soft.

“Hmm?”

“While you were gone. We took turns taking care of you, sitting with you, talking to you. I suggested that. From what I’d seen of how people took care of those in comas, you know? And sitting with you. Those long hours. Those long days. As one week turned into the next. It gave me a long time to think.”

I cracked open one eye, watched her.

Emma’s skin was glistening with sweat, strands of hair plastered to her brow. She’d gathered her ashen blonde hair into a rough twist. Was leaning forward, so that the hollows of her clavicles and the cleavage of her modest breasts were emphasized. 

“And I realized that I’ve been… I don’t know what the word is. Stubborn? In denial? Stupid? Insecure, for sure. Maybe scared. About you. About us?”

I didn’t move. Continued to watch her through one eye.

She looked down at her hands. “And, well. I’ve been trying to think of you as the old Noah. To keep forcing you back into that pigeon hole, you know? The lovesick friend I once knew. But seeing how Brielle and Imogen, even Valeria, look at you. Thinking on everything you’ve done. How you’ve changed. And then, fearing we’d lose you. That you’d never wake up. Seeing how you were suffering. That night you vomited blood and wouldn’t stop, I nearly died.”

I tried to swallow as the memory of the superheated chain came back to me. 

Couldn’t.

“It all finally opened my eyes. Brielle says it’s been a method of control. Self-protection. As long as I held to our old patterns, I could, on some level, feel some measure of safety.”

“You and Brielle been talking?”

“Yeah,” she said, voice soft. “We’ve grown close.” A pause, and then she eyed me in surprise. “What, no juvenile jokes?”

I shrugged. “Maybe I have changed.”

“No kidding. But yeah, we’ve been talking. A lot. Five weeks of downtime has given us plenty of opportunity. But anyways.”

I reached out and took Emma’s hand. “Do you love me, Emma?”

She froze, her whole body going tense. “I - I mean -”

I gave her hand a soft squeeze. “It’s all right. You don’t have to say it if you don’t want to. But it sounds like that’s where you were headed.”

Emma sat up straight, nervously curled her hair behind her ear again. “I - I mean, yes, I was going to get there, I think - that, well, the thought of losing you filled me with this terror, and I asked myself, felt like I had to ask myself, I mean - god, I’m fucking this up -”

I sat up, leaned in, and kissed her softly. She tasted of sweat, her lips were deliciously soft, her hesitance keeping her from kissing back.

I pulled away, smiled at her in the gloom. “I’ve always loved you, Emma. And this whole situation is beyond fucked up. What’s so strange about our needing each other, taking comfort in each other, finding strength in each other’s company?”

“Nothing,” she whispered.

“We’re so far removed from Ruddock and the people we used to be, we might as well be strangers to our old lives. Strangers to each other. You’ve changed, too.”

“I have?”

I nodded. “You think the old Emma would have challenged Neveah like you did this morning?”

“I guess not.”

“But it’s more than that. You’re… I don’t know. Opening to new possibilities. Dealing with terror and horror and somehow keeping your head above water. Making new connections. Finding meaning in this madness. Just like I’m trying to do.”

“Noah,” she whispered. “Half the time I feel so lost…”

“You think I don’t? We all do. Even Imogen. I used to think of all of us she was the most confident, the most secure, but now I know she was more lost than we could have ever imagined. We’re all lost, Emma. Which is why it’s so important we hold onto each other. That we don’t waste time playing games. That we be honest, that we drop our fears and love. It’s the only way to fight Lilith. Together.”

“See?” She gave me a faltering smile. “The Noah Kilmartin I once knew would never have been able to say that.”

“That Noah is dead,” I said, leaning in again. “He died a long time ago. But his love for you remains.”

And I kissed her again, moved my hand to her shoulder, which was firm and warm and moist with sweat. And this time she kissed me back, opening her mouth, the tip of her tongue touching my own, her head turning to one side so we could kiss more deeply, and like that I needed her, a visceral, physical need that was all-consuming, all-powerful.

Emma’s own need grew as we kissed, her hands moving over my shoulders, down my back - where she froze, pulling away, eyes wide. “Does that hurt?”

“No,” I said.

She bit her lower lip, nodded, and leaned in to kiss me again. The confidence she’d built up, however, had been knocked down. Had I really grown that strange to her? I suppose I had. I’d grown strange to myself. But for now it was enough to kiss her, to taste her, to have her hands on my shoulders, my own pulling her body to me.

I don’t know for how long we kissed. I took my time, discovering her, savoring her, allowing her to demonstrate her own desire, to feel her own impatience, her need. I could have pushed, moved things further, but instead waited till she grasped me with more urgency, her moans as we kissed growing more intense.

Only then did I swing a leg over the bench so that I straddled it, and moved forward, pushing her down before me, so that by fits and starts she lay back on her elbows, then down altogether, her blonde hair spilling free of the clumsy knot to form a shimmering rippled surface over the bench and hang over the edges.

Emma was breathing quickly, her eyes darting from side to side as she searched my face. I moved over her, holding myself up with one hand, and then, holding her gaze until the last second, leaned down to kiss the side of her neck.

The steam made the air intimate, sensual, and the sweat that beaded her skin only heightened my arousal. Her pulse fluttered under my lips as I kissed a trail down to her clavicle, over to her shoulder, then back to her chest.

“Pull your towel away,” I said, voice low, raw.

I saw her swallow, then she reached up, untucked the end, and allowed the sides to fall away.

Revealing her gorgeous body. Always athletic, dominant on the lacrosse field, the past few months of adventuring and the last five weeks in particular had toned her to perfection. Her breasts were small compared to Valeria’s or Brielle’s, but oh, how many years had I spent fantasizing about them? Her stomach trembled, and looking further down, I saw her sex, her dark bush trimmed low, her legs parting beneath me.

“Emma,” I whispered.

“Yes?” Despite her desire she still sounded nervous.

“Do you want to do this?”

“I - yes, Noah. I do.” Her hands moved up to caress my sides, and she reached for me, rising up to kiss me strongly on the lips. “I do.”

“Good.” I pushed her back down, then kissed my way down to one of her breasts, cupping it in my hand, pulling her nipple between my lips. She gasped in surprise, back arching, and good lord my need to be inside her was almost overwhelming.

Almost.

I savored her breast, licked and suckled, her nipple growing hard, and then moved to the other one. Her fingers slid into my hair, and she sighed under her breath, pushing her chest up to me, our skin slick and hot where we brushed against each other, the side of her thigh, the inside of her arm, her hip.

I was about to move further down when the door to the sauna opened. I saw a flash of a pale towel, a mass of flaming red hair, and then Brielle shut the door, plunging us back into that intimate gloom.

“Don’t mind me,” she said, voice amused and strange at the same time. “Don’t let me interrupt.”

“Brielle?” Emma pushed herself up on one elbow, pulling the towel back over one breast as she did so.

Brielle moved to the far side of the small chamber, sat, and leaned against the wall. Towel wrapped high over her chest, she was a shadow with burnished curls. “Seriously. I guessed what might be happening, but decided we’re all getting so close nobody need mind. I’ll just close my eyes and enjoy the heat. Carry on.”

Emma looked at me, startled, eyes wide. My heart was pounding, my cock straining in my underclothes. Was she for real? She was just going to ignore us? Or was this some weird test, to see if I’d prefer her…? No. Didn’t feel that way. 

Maybe she was being honest. Maybe we all really were getting that close. That and Emma had said they’d been spending a lot of time together. Perhaps…?

“If it’s such a bother I can leave,” sighed Brielle. “Honestly, I can barely see anything from over here anyway. It’s not like I haven’t heard you being intimate through the wall with the others before, Noah. This is nothing new.”

“Nothing new,” I said, amused and nervous and aroused beyond measure. “All right.”

“All right?” asked Emma, voice taut with alarm. “We can’t - I mean, she’s right there, Brielle -”

I leaned in and kissed her. “Stop, Emma. Really think. Check in with yourself. Do you really want Brielle to leave? Or is it OK for her to sit on the other side of the room and enjoy the heat?”

“Enjoy the heat,” said Emma, unsure. “I mean, it’s just… I didn’t expect…”

I moved my face down and kissed the side of her neck. Tasted her salty sweat, felt her pulse racing even faster. Her chest was rising and falling, her hands clutching at me. I kissed my way down to her chest once more, her fingers sliding into my hair again, and just before I reached her nipple, I looked back up. 

“You can tell me to stop at any time. You’re in control here.” And I took her nipple back in my mouth. If it had been hard before, it was a bullet now, and she moaned loudly before clamping a hand over her mouth and turning to stare in Brielle’s direction in alarm.

Maybe I was full of it. Maybe I was making more of my experiences than I had the right to. But after everything I’d been through, having Brielle watch while I sucked Emma’s tits felt - well - just fine. Perfect. Delicious. Intimate beyond measure, but strangely right as well. My own inhibitions were being ground to dust. My insecurities destroyed by the events of the near past. Life was fleeting. Pain and death certain. The only crime was not to embrace these moments when they came. To turn away from pleasure and love, from life and joy.

And sucking Emma’s breasts slowly, working her nipples around with my tongue as she began to writhe beneath me, fingers clawing through my hair, man did that bring me joy.

I walk in the fires of existence, I thought. I walk in the fires of destruction.

Svadhisthana bloomed within me, the petals of the great sunflower beginning to gyre, and I allowed just enough of Muladhara’s power to siphon into its great heart to bring that sanskara online, awakening its powers and keeping them in a state of potential, hovering between activation and release.

Emma’s reaction was immediate. She groaned beneath her hand, the sound muffled but loud, and cupped her other breast, pinching her nipple, head turning from side to side.

Svadhisthana’s powers suffused me but didn’t overwhelm me; I felt like I could delight in Emma’s body forever, felt an overwhelming desire to bring her to climax again and again and again till her soul and mind and body were shattered and made one.

Om nashta vahkaya prim, I thought, the words reflexive, losing meaning, the sound of the universe filtered through my mind. Om nashta vahkaya priyam.

“Oh Noah,” whispered Emma. “I’ve never felt… I need…”

I could feel Brielle’s eyes on us. Her line about barely being able to make us out had been a white lie. The fact that she was acquiescing to letting me love Emma before her was amazing; she’d been the definition of jealousy and insecurity before. Wheels were turning. The Source was all mysterious. The bonds between us all were tightening. 

I relinquished Emma’s breast and made my way down her body, kissing and licking, my tongue swirling in her navel and the sweat that had accumulated there, down past the angles of her hip bones to her flat abdomen, and then I lay on the far end of the bench, Emma’s knees parting like the petals of Muladhara to reveal her pussy, dark and intimate and barely discernible in the gloom.

Her scent was rich, musky, and I could tell even with all the sweat that she was soaked. I lowered my nose to her mound and inhaled, her fingers still in my air. Fucking divinity. I brushed the ball of my thumb over her lips, her hair slick, her lips engorged, the gentlest of touches, but she shook as if I’d touched live electrodes to her body.

I walk in the fires of existence, I thought, and lowered my tongue to her slit, tasting her for the first time, doing what I’d spent most of teenage years yearning to do, dreaming of doing, what I’d sworn to myself I’d never actually accomplish.

Emma gasped again, and I felt her body twist as she glanced at Brielle once more. But I didn’t care. I wanted to devour her, consume her, make her pussy mine, learn its topographies by touch. To explore every contour, every valley, to taste her deepest heat, to torment her clit with light flicks of my tongue so that she jerked and squeezed her thighs about my head till forcing herself to relax once more.

And all the while Brielle watched. Only a few yards away. Watched and listened as Emma’s breathing became a series of moans. Her body writhed, Svadhisthana’s energies playing over us both, blessing our union, driving it to new heights. Her juices soon slicked my chin, my cheeks - she was so wet the bench beneath her ass cheeks was puddling. 

I slid two fingers inside her, reveling in her tightness, and began to make come-hither motions with both fingers as I continued to circle and flick her clit, suckling and working her, sliding my tongue down between her labia then back up.

Emma clamped her hand over her mouth again, her cries growing sharp, and her hips rose again and again to push against my face, grinding me against her clit, her whole body shaking each time my fingers grooved over her G-spot. 

She was going to come. I could sense it, almost see it - Svadhisthana’s energies were growing poignant, magnified by her nascent orgasm. I didn’t pick up the pace, but rather kept tonguing and touching her, moving with her body, face riding her hips, drinking her deep - and then Brielle was there.

I thought perhaps she’d kneel by Emma’s side, take her breast in her mouth, something - but instead she lifted Emma’s head and sat down, allowing Emma to rest on her lap. Took both of her hands and squeezed them, Emma shaking her head from side to side, moaning, crying out piteously, and whether it was Brielle’s presence or my ministrations she convulsed, went completely silent, her whole body rising up in an arc as her eyes widened and mouth formed a silent ‘O’.

Only to collapse, shaking and shivering, her body spasming, her legs squeezing my head tightly, burying her face in Brielle’s side, wracked over and over again by her orgasms.

I relaxed, eased off on my touch, but didn’t stop altogether; kept guiding her through the aftershocks, licking, sampling, nuzzling.

Finally, Emma came back to us, blinking in shock, and then her face crumpled and she hid it in the crook of her elbow.

“Emma?” I asked, rising up.

Emma’s sobs were muted. Brielle caressed her hair, stroking her brow with obvious affection. 

“Emma?” I asked. What had happened? Memories of Michael? Shame over Brielle’s witnessing her come?

“It’s all right,” said Brielle, voice soft. “Sometimes, when the climax is too intense, it can trigger feelings of vulnerability, or old memories.”

“Oh,” I said, sitting back. 

Brielle didn’t stop caressing Emma’s hair. “But it can also be a great release of energy, of joy, of gratitude.”

I put a hand on Emma’s leg, squeezed her calf, and she laughed through her tears, dropped her arm away and wiped her face with both hands. “I’m sorry. I’m a mess. That was… I’ve never felt anything like that. And having Brielle here, sharing that with you… I guess…”

“You don’t have to explain,” I said. 

“I want to.” She smiled up at Brielle, took her hand again, and held it to her cheek. “I’ve been frightened ever since we left home. Maybe on some level that’s come to feel normal. But it’s like my baseline has become this state of constant dread, you know? Like we could die at any moment. And what I just felt. It felt… so good, so real, so uplifting, so intense… it just - I guess I released a lot of that stress. It just came pouring through.”

“So a good thing?” I asked.

Emma reached down for my hand, squeezed it. “Yes. Very much so.”

I laughed and ran my hand through my hair. “Glad to hear it.” Ran my hand over my lips, felt Emma’s slickness on my lips. Realized all over again that she lay naked before me, curvy for all her slenderness, gravity pulling her high breasts across her chest, her head propped up on Brielle’s lap. Her legs parted before me. Her slit glistening. 

My body covered in sweat. The humidity near total. The steam giving everything a feverish, surreal cast. 

Emma’s fingers still interlaced with Brielle’s.

“Then you won’t mind if I do this,” I said, suddenly breathless, voice near trapped in the base of my throat. Pulled my cock out and moved forward, so that its swollen head rested atop her parted lips, the thick outer ones spread enough to reveal the delicate inner folds, all of it hot and wet and glistening.

Brielle smirked. “Want me to give you guys a moment?”

“Stay,” I said. 

“Yes,” said Emma, squeezing her hand. “Stay.”

Brielle bit her lower lip, considering, then shrugged a shoulder. “Whatever.”

Gaze boring into Emma’s eyes, I leaned forward, slid inside, releasing the Priyam Mantra as I did so, releasing that state of potential, allowing Svadhisthana to blossom to its fullest extent. 

Slid all the way in, Emma so slick and hot that I couldn’t help but groan as I sank to the hilt, a vision of Svadhisthana swirling before my eyes. 

Emma near sat up, oblique lines of muscle appearing down her torso as her eyes widened, her gasp trapped in her throat, and then I eased out, pouring more and more magic into Svadhisthana, swelling its petals, speeding up their rotation.

I could hear its roar in the background like that of a waterfall, could feel it drawing magic from our union, my reservoir filling with cadmium yellow power even as I sank more into the sanskara. 

“Oh shit,” I said as I leaned over to one side, my weight on my straight arm, undulating my hips in a rocking, up and down, back and forth motion, seamless, fluid, like the pounding of the waves, sliding in and out without end, Svadhisthana amplifying the sensations, connecting me to Emma’s essence.

“Oh shit!” Emma sounded alarmed, almost panicked. She was sitting up still, propped on Brielle, staring down at where I was fucking her. “Noah -”

“First Prism time,” I said, and directed my cadmium yellow magic into Muladhara, refining it, purifying it, intensifying its potency before doubling it back into Svadhisthana, which was swelling to fill the universe. I could see it overlaid on the sauna, its glorious petals circling around us, so that it looked like we fucked on a neon yellow outline of its heart.

My every nerve was awake, alive, crying out for more. I could feel each bead of sweat pouring down my scarred, itching back, could feel the sweat soaking my hair, running down my face, hanging off the tip of my nose. My body, jacked as fuck, a smooth, oiled machine, fucking Emma not with power or brutal strength but unyielding, unstoppable grace. Lifting her hips up and then lowering them, again and again, almost beyond my control.

Emma was hyperventilating, clutching Brielle as if for dear life, shaking her head, unable to speak. Her breasts rose with each breath, her body sheened with sweat, her stomach trembling, her limbs shaking.

Fuck but it felt divine, and I could sense her, not Emma’s body but her very spirit, could feel it hovering before me, undefined, as if seen through opaque glass, an outline, a spiritual intimation. But with each thrust I felt as if I were manifesting her, bringing her closer, merging her body and soul. Insanity, but it was true: we lay in the heart of Svadhisthana, were surrounded by its power, power which I was feeding with ever more refined magic, so that the world was a conflagration, and Emma and I the source of that terrible burn.

Then, without realizing it, I engaged the Second Prism, split my magic flow, braided it into two thick streams, the other of which I poured into Manipura, whose black sun came roaring to life like a mountain lion roused from slumber.

We rose up from the bench, lifted clear off the bench, my body still undulating, turning now so that we moved with Svadhisthana’s petals, or at least some of them, gyring the steamy air, my head nearly touching the ceiling, till I leaned back, both of us joined at the crotch, fucking her as she grasped me around the neck.

Round and round, in and out, feeling as primal and irresistible as the tide, cavitating her, piercing her, breaking through walls of dust and rock to her inner light.

Emma was crying out, over and over again, shaking her head from side to side, meeting my every thrust, some overflow into Muladhara causing static electricity to flare her pale hair out in an aura, and now shimmers of electricity were flickering up and down our sweaty bodies, zipping up and running out to the very extremities of her hair. 

Svadhisthana’s roar was consuming me. It was more real now than the sauna, a vast flower in whose center we made love, in whose center we - did what? Commune? Create a sacrament? Worship each other’s divinity?

I could feel my orgasm coming, but not just from my core, from my spiritual depths, a soul-quake whose potentiality originated in my reservoir. I was burning through a stupendous amount of power now, both Prisms running, refining, intensifying, braiding, Svadhisthana all-consuming, Manipura its dark twin, Muladhara grounding them both, providing me with the power and confidence to see this madness through -

Sweat was running from both of us like rivers, our bodies lit up by need and electricity, illuminated by those shivers of power, and then I heard Emma begin to scream, her pussy clench my cock like a wet fist, her legs scissoring tight around my waist, but I couldn’t stop, something was coming through me, something was being born, and then the soul-quake went off, and walls everywhere came crashing down.

Emma’s scream grew wilder, her whole body shaking, slammed by the orgasm that tore through her again and again, her eyes rolling up in her head, the room spinning about us, and then she flung out her arms and twin bolts of electricity tore free from her fingers, her mouth glowing incandescent white, her eyes disappearing behind balls of furious power. 

I came like an avalanche, leaning so far back we were both near horizontal, joined at the hips, her blasts of power carving twin chasms into the walls, the air burning hot, reeking of sweat and sex and ozone, and I screamed, my reservoir shattering, Svadhisthana spinning so fast the petals blurred, the amount of power flowing into me coming ever faster, growing at an exponential rate. It was all I could do to dump it feverishly into Svadhisthana, which only drove it wilder with power. 

Brielle was screaming for help, I saw her burst out the door into the room beyond, but I couldn’t stop, kept coming over and over again inside Emma, and each pulse drove us both into the extremes of ecstasy, lightning blasting forth from her eyes, the power raging forth from her palms annihilating the insides of the room.

Too much power. I felt like a thin skin over a maelstrom, a tempest that was about to break free and annihilate us both. My orgasm rolled on and on, making it near impossible to think -

Om nashta vahkaya -

Death was there. Destruction. I had only to keep feeding more and more of the spontaneously generating magic into Svadhisthana, allow it to grow as vast and bright as the sun, and then fall into its glorious world-devouring might -

Twin owl eyes were there, above us both, staring down, bleak and uncompromising -

Om nashta vahkaya prim -

Emma’s scream had risen to such a high, ululating note that it was now one continuous smear of sound, and I heard like some echoing roar my own shout of delirium. The pleasure was like nothing I’d ever dreamed possible, the walls of my reservoir rippling, threatening to fracture, my seed continuing to pump into her pussy -

I walk in the fires -

Annihilation, the most perfect death -

- walk in the fires of existence -

Let it all go, embrace destruction, sublimation into the Source, the best way to return to your creator -

Om nashta vahkaya priyam -

The truest union, my soul melting into hers, the walls between us falling, power sliding over, burning us both into oblivion -

I walk in the fires of destruction. I walk in the fires of existence. I walk in the fires of destruction -

And inch by inch I pulled myself back from the void, the Priyam Mantra tapering that influx of power, muscling it down, reducing it to a state of potential. I felt Svadhisthana yawn hungrily for more, felt its loss, its keening need, but like a drowning man I clung to the mantra, reduced and reduced the flow, until with a mighty wrench I diverted its power into Muladhara with the use of the First Prism, directed that torrent into the ruby heart of that great flower, and like that, it was over.

We crashed down to the ground, spinning still, and came to a stop. The lantern somehow had survived that onslaught, so that I lay there, gasping, blinking, staring at the yard-deep grooves and chasms we’d carved into the walls, the gleaming steel edges of shorn metal, the smoke and steam mingling into a hellish brew.

People at the door. Hands pulling us free, disentangling us, out into the clear air of the main chamber, my body heaving and sucking for breath, and for all that I expected to be exhausted I was filled to the brim with power, with rapidly purifying magic, so that Manipura was yet at my disposal.

With savage focus I engaged the Second Prism, directed a braid of power into the black sun, and floated up and out of Valeria’s arms over to where Emma was being propped up by Imogen and Brielle.

She was moving her head back and forth, disoriented, chest heaving like mine, my seed leaking in pretty stunning quantities from between her legs. 

Something was wrong. Her stomach was heaving, her shoulders jerking. 

“Get down!” shouted Imogen, grabbing hold of Brielle and pulling her away.

Emma threw her head back and a bolt of lightning erupted from between her lips, light searing the back of my eyes, scoring a deep groove across the roof, then fragmenting into a score of smaller branches before Emma toppled over, insensate, and lay still.

Nobody moved. 

Then Imogen pushed herself upright and stared at me in complete and utter shock. “Noah. Did you just fuck Emma into being able to do magic?”


 

Chapter 17

 

 

 

Hot chocolate was in order. Which, it turned out, the girls had bartered for while I was within the manifold. Emma was bundled up in blankets while Neveah of all people set to heating some milk in a tiny pot, tapping in the precious dark powder as she slowly stirred the contents and carefully listened to our conversation.

“And, ah, that’s when I managed to use the Priyam Mantra to bring Svadhisthana under control,” I finished weakly, sitting at one of the tables, toying with my hot-chocolate-expectant-mug. 

“Under control,” said Imogen skeptically. She was standing at the other end of the table, arms crossed.

“Well, enough that we didn’t burn our brains out,” I said. 

Brielle sniffed. “Low bar.”

Imogen shook her head, incredulous. “I can’t believe you just tapped into Svadhisthana like that. What do you think that sanskara is, Noah? A party trick?”

“Well, no, I -”

“You’re playing with the very forces of the universe, of creation. Admittedly, you managed an incredibly difficult technique that has been rarely documented in the past, a means to help blocked students overcome their internal resistances to magic, but…” She shook her head and began pacing. “Those examples are always done by masters of Svadhisthana, men and women with decades if not lifetimes of training, under controlled circumstances, in rites that take days to build up to. You don’t just… just…”

“Fuck Emma into being able to do magic,” supplied Brielle.

“Yes!” Imogen rounded on me and threw up her hands. “Of all the irresponsible and reckless things you could do! And we’ve still no idea what shape Emma will be in when she awakens. By the Source, Noah, what were you thinking?”

And I’ll be honest. More than just being scolded, it was the fact that Imogen was the one laying into me that impressed me the most. Imogen, who in the past had been endlessly patient, endlessly encouraging, forgiving my faults and praising my successes. Imogen, who’d been a calm port in the endless storm of this quest. Loving, patient, enduring, passionate Imogen.

Who was glaring at me now as if I were a toddler who’d thrown his lunch all over the floor.

“Fair enough.” And it was. “I didn’t know what I was doing. It felt good and it felt right. My mistake.”

“Your mistake,” said Imogen in disgust.

“In his defense,” interjected Brielle, “it all built up pretty spontaneously.”

“Something doesn’t have to be premeditated to be asinine.” Imogen resumed pacing once more. “How are we to survive everything Lilith’s going to throw at us if Noah can’t even control himself? Didn’t you hear a word I said before about how careful you have to be with this sanskara? How it’s not a toy?”

“You mean five weeks ago?” My voice hardened. “I did. And I wasn’t toying around. What happened between Emma and I felt right. As in, deep universe and connecting with the Source right. I didn’t have the control I should have, but it wasn’t exactly me ‘toying’ around with powers because I was bored.”

Imogen pursed her lips then dropped her hands with an exasperated sigh. “You got lucky. It remains to be seen if Emma did.”

“Hot chocolate is ready,” said Neveah demurely.

“Thanks,” I said, holding out my mug so she could pour it in. “How’s Emma?”

Valeria was sitting against the wall, Emma lying with her head on her lap. “Breathing easy. I’m seeing some eye movement behind her lids.”

“Good.” I took a sip. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I’ve got somewhere I need to be.”

Brielle raised an eyebrow skeptically. “Oh? You got a business appointment?”

“No. I’m going to check in on Emma. One second.” 

I set my mug down, closed my eyes, and slipped into my reservoir. It was getting easier and easier to do. Within, I saw a maelstrom of cadmium yellow magic swirling about my golden cord. Great gleaming fissures of gold ran vertically down through the nothingness, as if the very insubstantial material of my reservoir had been torn. 

Two filaments of fire extended from my cord to encircle the entrances to Imogen and Brielle’s sanctums. No third. So I hadn’t forged that spiritual level of a bond with Emma.

I floated to the cord, extended my hand, and focused on Emma. Found the resistance, and followed it out to where her entrance should be.

And for the first time felt a vibrant presence on the far side of the invisible door. Taking a deep breath, I willed the aperture to open. Nothingness irised apart, revealing a chamber beyond, in whose center floated Emma, her form that of glowing spirit, radiant and simplified. Her hair was a luminous white corona about her face, and she floated in silence, eyes closed, as if suspended in water.

Emma? I slowly entered her sanctum. There was a tang of ozone in the air here, and I saw that swirls of cadmium yellow magic followed in my wake. Was that bad? Good? I didn’t know.

Emma! I moved up to where she floated. I could sense her beyond what I saw, a fluttering pressure upon my soul. Within that floating form. Unmoored in some unspecified way. I reached my hand up to her and willed a pulse of power into her radiant spirit body.

Which shuddered, then straightened as Emma opened her eyes, looked about herself wildly, then down at me.

Easy! It’s OK. You’re in your spirit sanctum. Remember? Like the ones I said Imogen and Brielle have?

Noah! Emma dove down and hugged me tight, pressing her face into my neck. Oh Noah. I had the most intense dream…

I waited, and felt when realization hit her. She floated away from me and looked down at her hands. Wait. This…is this the dream?

Nope. This is real. We’re in your sanctum. See that hole there? I came through it. Leads to my own reservoir. You can enter it, too, though I think we should hold off on that. Are you all right?

All right? Her radiant face frowned, as if the word itself didn’t make sense. I… I don’t know. I feel… strange. Light and purposeful, but conflicted and… thin? Like that line from the Hobbit, remember? Too little butter spread over too much toast?

Yeah, I said, smiling ruefully and reaching up for her hand. Could have something to do with what happened between us.

What happened between us…oh. Oh! Her hand flew to her mouth. I don’t even… I mean, was Brielle? And then we were flying, and waves of light were pulsing through me, and I felt… I felt like I was being reborn, like every bone in my body was being fused with gold, and…

I waited. I mean, sure, this was the kind of thing guys only dreamed of hearing after having sex with a girl, but this wasn’t the time for jokes.

Would it ever be again?

Then it became too much. I felt like I was being torn apart. My soul pulled from my body. And I saw… did you see it too? She searched my face. That light? It looked like one of those photos from NASA of those huge cloud nebulae… and I was being pulled toward it. 

I didn’t see any nebulae, but yeah, we came real close to dying. And I’m sorry. I was using my sanskara to make our union more… powerful. And almost lost complete control. 

Svadhisthana, said Emma, awed.

That’s right.

And if I’m in here… if we’re speaking in my sanctum… does that mean I can do magic?

I think I saw you vomit lightning, I said, smiling wryly. Not sure if it’s meant to be done that way, but -

I can do magic! She swooped down and hugged me again, spinning me around, and gave a whoop of laughter. I can throw motherfucking lightning! And fly!

Well, I don’t know if you’ve tapped Manipura yet. In your sanctum, sure, but in real life -

Doesn’t matter. I can do magic, Noah. Real magic. Me. She smiled, and I saw tears gather in her eyes. Thank you.

I was going to say ‘anytime,’ but that might be a bad idea.

Emma laughed and then leaned in and kissed me. A very serious, very purposeful, very intense kiss. 

For a second I simply floated there, taken aback, and then returned the kiss with equal ardor. 

Can… can we… in here?

In here? Yes. And like that we were both tentative. I laughed. But given what we just went through, might be best if we gave it a moment.

So we can meet up here any time? 

I mean, I guess so? If we both meditate and enter our sanctums at the same time…

And have spiritual sex? No matter where we are physically?

I mean… yes? I hadn’t quite thought of it that way.

Emma shook her head in amazement. What a fucking trippy world this is. How do I wake up? I want to throw a lightning bolt.

Whoa, hold up. You need to talk to Imogen first. She nearly bit my head off over what we did.

Well, I can see why. We nearly died. But never mind, I’ll win her over. I kind of need to throw a lightning bolt.

I laughed. Fair enough. But be careful with her, yeah? She’s… changed, since our trial. Don’t bank on her being the tolerant, supportive Imogen she’s always been.

Emma’s smile faded. It was that bad in there?

Yeah, I said, turning serious. It was. 

And we’re going to have to go in together, right? Face my own version of that?

Yes. 

Emma simply nodded, digesting that information, then pushed her shoulders back. All the more reason for me to master how to throw a lightning bolt. How do we wake up?

You just will it. 

Like -

 And she was gone. 

It felt weird, being in her sanctum without her, so I quickly backed out into my reservoir, and opened my eyes.

Brielle and Valeria were kneeling beside Emma, who’d sat up. Imogen stood apart, arms still crossed, looking both relieved and unhappy at once, while Neveah was slowly stirring the hot chocolate.

“Thank the Source,” said Brielle. “Emma, I hereby forbid you from ever fucking like that again.”

“Fat chance,” said Emma, voice shaky. “Ow. I hurt.”

“Of course you hurt,” said Imogen. “People aren’t supposed to awaken their magical potential like that. People aren’t supposed to vomit magic out of their orifices.”

“Imogen.” Emma struggled to stand, managed to do so shakily with Valeria’s help. “What we did was irresponsible, yes, but it’s paid off. I can do magic. I spoke with Noah in my sanctum. I’m going to be of more use to the group. So it was a good thing, in the end.”

Imogen frowned. “This time.”

“C’mon,” said Brielle, canting her head to one side as she considered Imogen. “You’re being a little too hard on them, aren’t you? What’s going on?”

Imogen visibly dry swallowed, and then her eyes teared up. Brielle watched, speechless, as Imogen fled the room. A moment later the sound of a door slamming sounded.

“Well, that was a surprisingly intense response to a simple question,” said Brielle.

“You’re going to have to be patient with her,” said Neveah, and like that she had our attention. Everyone turned to where she stood stirring. “She is not the woman who entered the manifold. She’s both less and much more. And it’s going to take her time to understand who she now is.”

I nodded. “Neveah’s right. What happened to us in that trial, the place we went to, the figures we were confronted with… they struck at the core of who Imogen is. Who she saw herself as. The story she’d told about herself, that allowed her to be… well, Imogen. That story’s been shattered. We’re going to have to be really patient while we wait for her to heal into her new self.”

“And this is going to happen to all of us?” asked Valeria.

“By the Source, I hope not,” said Brielle. “I don’t think you guys would tolerate me if I got any more challenging to be with.”

“Truth,” said Emma, then laughed weakly when Brielle thwapped her leg.

“I think the manifold will try to break each of you,” I said. “How it’ll do it I don’t know. But we’re going to be ready next time. Whomever I go in with next, we’ll prep. We’ll figure out what the manifold will attack, and shore up those defenses.”

“Great,” said Brielle. “Should be easy. We’re all such healthy, wholesome people.”

“Who is going next?” asked Valeria.

“I don’t know,” I said.

“I want to work on my lightning before I go in,” said Emma. “So not me.”

Brielle and Valeria exchanged a look, gauging each other. 

For a moment, the only sound was that of Neveah’s spoon gently scraping against the bottom of the pan, and then Valeria stood up.

“I’ll do it. I’ll go next.”

A moment of silence followed, and then I nodded. “Very well. Which means we have to talk. You want to do this in private or in public?”

Valeria lifted her chin. “Public. I’m not proud of my past - or parts of it - but having everybody give feedback can only help.”

“All right. Let’s take it up this afternoon. Lunch, rest, and then we can dive in. Sound good?”

Valeria gave a stiff nod, and then looked a little lost as the others rose, as if suddenly unsure of her decision and perhaps regretting it.

 

* * *

 

Imogen joined us around the table once Brielle and Emma returned from their weekly supply run to the night market. We gathered around the dining table, a mess of candles melting into each other and forming extended archipelagoes of gleaming wax. Drinks and plates pushed aside, everybody sat back and turned to me, eyes gleaming in the amber light.

“So there’s no way to really anticipate what we’ll be thrown into, but I think we can draw a few lessons from Imogen’s experience.” I toyed with my cup of brackish water, turning it slowly in my hands. “Everything we faced was designed to break Imogen. Hit her weakest spot with maximum force. Her experience was designed to break her, and mine to make me as unsympathetic as possible. Thus I think it stands to reason that whatever we’ll face, Valeria, will be tailored to your greatest weakness. Which means we need to identify what that is so we can extrapolate what we might face as a result.”

All eyes turned to Valeria, who frowned and stared down at her plate. “My greatest weakness.”

“It’s hard to talk about,” said Imogen, voice quiet. She’d been withdrawn since that morning. “And if you’d asked me the same question before my own trial, I’d… I may not have even realized what my weakness was.”

“And therein lies the rub,” said Brielle, idly drawing circles in the remains of her dinner with her fork. “This manifold seems to know us better than we do.”

“Most of my life was dedicated to the war that destroyed my home world,” said Valeria, frowning still. “My parents died when I was seven. Paperskin fever. I was entered into an order of warrior priestesses. I… really liked it, actually. The monastery was located in a pocket valley just outside of town, and everything was so beautiful. We have - had - very mild seasons where I’m from. I remember raking up the maple leaves during fall. I must have been… eight? Just arrived. My tasks weren’t very difficult to start. Feeding the fish in the waterfall pool. Scrubbing the floors. Basic things.”

I leaned forward, listening intently.

“My order was dedicated to the goddess Lashanti, whose ideals were physical perfection and through that the means to achieve internal harmony. She defended heaven from encroaching demons, and so we defended civilization from monsters. There weren’t that many left by the time I enrolled, but still the occasional baraphut or cock demon would appear and my order would be sent in to deal with them.”

“Cock demon?” asked Brielle.

Valeria smiled wearily. “You’re probably imagining it right. But they were awful. Impregnate everything they could get their claws on - men, women, cows, dogs - who’d give birth to cocklings so that in a matter of days the whole region would be swarming in demons.”

“You’re serious,” said Brielle.

“Deadly. But like I said, there weren’t many left. I was looking forward to an honorable life of training, prayer, the occasional hunt to liven things up, and doing good deeds in town. I was… very happy.” She gave us a broken smile, and then rubbed a tear from the corner of her eye. “Anyway, that didn’t last, obviously. Word reached us in 1342 that a plague had broken out in distant Borangea, a land that was more myth than fact. The next year merchants were bringing tales of an army of demons pouring across the Still Ocean into the wealthy Ogar Peninsula, where they swarmed the Golden Legion and pulled down the Towers of Song. 

“We didn’t understand the scale of what was coming. Assumed the foreigners had fallen because they didn’t worship the right gods, were morally weak, all kinds of foolishness. So we wasted time, and all the while the tales grew more panicked, the descriptions of massacres more detailed. In 1345 the horde was closing in on our nation across the known world - word of their approach put them along the frozen Spine Mountains to the northwest, across the vast plains of Grovov, surging up through the hundred fractured nations of Pishtanka to our southeast. Across the Narrow Sea our ancient rival, the theocracy of Pazuman was drowning in blood.

“Only then did our leaders accept that we were next. The Dog Soldiers were brought down from our northern border, and every member of the Immortals - that’s what our army was called - was marshalled and sent to our southern and western borders. My order, of course, was summoned. I was sixteen. The forces of my monastery were joined with those of three others and we were sent to the city of Korlis in the very southwestern corner of our empire. We traveled for three months to reach it, and when we arrived, the enemy was already assaulting the walls.”

Valeria pursed her lips and stared at her hands. I followed her gaze. In another life her fingers might have been long, delicate, but a life of hard work had strengthened them, callused them. 

“We fought but lost the city after three weeks. Retreated up the river to Little Korlis, but were driven from there a week later. Half our forces were gone by that point. Word was pouring in that the western border had collapsed, the Immortals unable to stem the tide. We fought a retreat back up to the county seat of Japhar, and there met up with a legion of Dog Soldiers. Word came that we had to hold Japhar at all costs; it had a massive, ancient fortress that had never fallen, and beyond it the empire lay open and defenseless.”

Valeria took a deep breath, held it. The silence was total. 

“We held Japhar for seven months. Reserves kept pouring in. But it didn’t seem to make a difference. The fortress has seven walls. We abandoned the largest and widest almost immediately - we didn’t have the forces to hold it effectively. Abandoned the second a month later at great cost. Fired the third, fell back to the fourth, whose killing ground was known as the Devil’s Courtyard. That’s where we’d held back the Pazuman invasion back in 1211. We defended the fourth for three or so months, but had to give it up when the courtyard grew so choked with bodies that the enemy could walk from the fifth to our wall without ever descending so much as a foot.”

Valeria rubbed at her face, sat up. “Regardless. Old memories. I was chosen as part of the team whose mission was to send word that Japhar had fallen. We slipped out, raced for the capital. Japhar burned behind us. Nearly a million had died there. And that… that was just the start of the war.”

Nobody spoke. The scale of it. I’d, of course, known Valeria’s past, but she’d said it offhand once, and the truth of it, the devastation, it hadn’t hit home. 

To think she’d lived through all that. 

“How did you survive?” asked Emma.

“Luck, at first. Being embedded in a regiment of veterans who knew what to do. As I really learned how to fight, I remained lucky. But after awhile I realized that I had something the others often - usually - didn’t. A… desire, I guess. A need. To survive. To not give up. Even when the situation seemed impossible. When others gave up, or went mad, or killed themselves. I had to keep going.” Valeria’s voice was soft. “It’s hard to explain. It was like I didn’t have a choice. I wouldn’t get furious or anything. I just… had to survive. So I did. I can think of three times I should have died. Should have, but kept fighting till an opportunity presented itself. And then, when we finally reached the capital, I was given one of the Wraithbone Suits, and, well. It’s really hard to die in one of those.”

“Wraithbone Suit?” I asked.

“Exoskeleton. Artifacts from a previous age. Nobody really knew where they came from, who made them, even. Beautiful, terrible, and powerful beyond belief. The power of our empire rested on the two dozen or so suits we possessed. Each different, each unique. I was given the Alabaster Ghost suit when Abbess Ulanna died three months after I arrived at the capital. I guess I’d distinguished myself by then. Used it to lead counter-attacks. Our strategy had changed by then. Instead of trying to hold the line, defend walls, we were launching assassination strikes against the enemy leadership, trying to disrupt them… it didn’t work.”

“You told me once you were the last to survive.”

“Yes,” said Valeria, looking down at her hands again. “The capital fell. We retreated, were always retreating. Toward the end, there were no cities left. Just pockets of resistance that were collapsing all around us. Death, death everywhere. Demons burning the land, killing, raping, corrupting… my warband retreated to the Silver Caravel, where we planned to make our last stand. One by one we fell. I was forced to the pinnacle of the Caravel, and there would have died if the Crown hadn’t teleported me to Bastion.”

Imogen gave a dark laugh. “I think I’ve finally found someone who had a harder time of it than I did.”

“Horrendous, for sure, but that doesn’t answer our original question,” said Brielle. “What is your greatest weakness? What in all that could be used against you?”

Valeria licked her lower lip. “I… I don’t know. It was my strength, my determination that allowed me to survive. Maybe… guilt? For having survived where so many others fell? I remember thinking: why me? I wasn’t special. Just lucky. For the most part.”

“More than lucky,” I said. “To survive eighteen months of hell… I can’t imagine. But guilt, then?”

Valeria shrugged one shoulder. “Perhaps?”

“Does it have to be the war?” asked Emma. “I mean, Valeria’s been through some really intense experiences since then, as well. Like back on Ghogiel.”

There was no need to elaborate. In her attempt to defend Emma, Valeria had willingly donned cursed plate armor and set to executing the commands of a Lilith warlock. The result had been devastating. 

“Perhaps,” said Valeria, shifting uneasily in her seat.

“What was her weakness there?” asked Brielle. “A willingness to defend you?”

Emma shrugged. “Have her strength used against her?”

“She wasn’t given a good choice,” I said. “We’ve clarified that. There was no winning option. She chose the lesser evil.”

Emma sat back. “I wasn’t accusing her of anything. Just saying.”

“Emma is right,” said Imogen. “The manifold will seek her greatest weakness, not the most dramatic moment from her past. Valeria, you need to be brutally honest with yourself. Where will the manifold attack?”

Valeria pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes. “I… I’ve been feeling kind of useless of late. Everyone is hurling bolts of lightning, using psyche-imperium, flying through the air - and I’m left chasing after, a piece of sharp metal in my hand.” She dropped her hand to her lap. Stared right at me. “I guess I’m worried about becoming superfluous.”

A chorus of denials broke forth, Emma reaching out for Valeria’s arm, Brielle rising to her feet. Valeria gritted her teeth and looked away.

“We’ve been over this,” I said. “You’re integral to this team. Your mind, your experience, your talent for tactics, for war. Beyond that, you’re going to develop your own magic. You have to. We can’t get you out of Tagimron without it.”

“What if you have to leave me behind?” asked Valeria, voice small. “And if so, how much of a sacrifice would that really be?”

“Valeria,” I said. 

“And - and - never mind.”

“What?” I asked.

She flushed. “Nothing.”

“You have to say it,” said Imogen. “Whatever that was, it’s going to be weaponized against you.”

Valeria covered her face with her hands and took three steadying breaths. “This is mortifying.”

“Hey, come on,” said Emma. “Everything about this is mortifying, for everybody. Think of what Imogen just went through.”

“True.” Valeria dropped her hands to the table, sat up straight. Stared past us and out at nothing. “I’m afraid as I lose my utility to the group I’m losing my connection to Noah.”

Brielle sat slowly.

“We’re not losing our connection,” I said. 

Valeria turned her gaze to me, and it was a heavy, melancholy stare. “Noah. You know I’ve never been the jealous type. I’m happy for the depths you’re discovering with the others. But you can’t pretend our own relationship is progressing in a similar manner.”

Now it was my turn to flush. “Everything’s progressing at its own speed. We’re…” We’re what? I thought. We’re just going a little slow?

“Noah and I haven’t so much as bonded,” said Neveah, voice steady, calm. As if she were discussing what food to barter for in the Night Market. “Our group is greatly weakened by that lack. Your relationship is far more advanced than that of mine with him.”

Again I flushed. 

As did Valeria, who raised her hand to her mouth. “Neveah, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to compare, I just meant -”

Neveah’s smile could have cut glass. “No apologies are necessary. The one constant is change. Nothing stays the same. Your relationship to Noah will always change. Sometimes evolving, sometimes degrading. Ultimately, one of you will die, and your relationship will exist only in the survivor’s memories. It’s natural to feel insecure when you’re a companion. I don’t remember, but I’m sure I must have wrestled with the same emotions. Be at peace, Valeria. The Source wills this. That is all you need know.”

I don’t think I’d ever heard Neveah speak so much, and so profoundly, ever. We all gaped at her. She met our stares with her own inscrutable gaze.

“Well,” drawled Brielle. “That about solves all of our problems. Thank you, Neveah. Good talk, everyone.”

Emma snorted.

“This isn’t a joke,” said Imogen, and the emotion in her voice silenced the group. “What Noah and Valeria are going to face could kill them. Worse, it could break them beyond repair. Does anybody need to see Noah’s back again? Valeria, keep going. Fear of becoming redundant. Fear of losing Noah. What else?”

“I think that’s plenty,” said Valeria, shifting in her seat again.

“In that case, how could those fears manifest?” asked Imogen. “Perhaps the manifold will present Noah with the perfect replacement for you. Try to trick him into thinking he can bring this woman out with him if he leaves you behind. Or perhaps it will try to convince you Noah really doesn’t love you.”

“He’s never said he loves me,” said Valeria, squirming again and blushing deeply.

“Awkward,” muttered Brielle.

“Brielle!” Emma thwapped her arm.

It would be so easy to just say it. I love you. But it didn’t feel right. Felt… more expedient than anything else. And after what I’d experienced with Imogen and Brielle, I didn’t want to take shortcuts. Didn’t want to rob Valeria and I of that cosmic experience. 

“We’ll get there,” I said. “Which may sound shitty, but it’s… I’m getting a sense that what we’re going through, the six of us, it’s all a process. A journey that I bet the other saviors and their companions went through. We can’t rush it. We have to let it develop naturally - but we will get there. And when we do, no force in heaven or hell will be able to stop us.”

Valeria nodded reluctantly. “I understand. I’m not asking for anything.”

“But now she’s even more shook up,” said Emma, rising to her feet and moving behind Valeria to lean down and hug her. “You’re amazing, Valeria. What you did for me back on Ghogiel. What you’ve done for all of us. Plus remember how you were Noah’s first companion? The first to step up and help us back in Bastion? You’ve got to keep the faith. Remember everything you’ve been through. You need to believe in the wisdom of the Source, that it knows what it’s doing. And… maybe we can’t blame every doubt on Lilith, but this is Tagimron, right? The sphere that specializes in breaking up harmony? So look at your fears, your insecurities, and think: motherfuckin’ Tagimron, get the hell out of my head, yeah?”

Valeria chuckled, reached up to squeeze Emma’s arm. “Yeah.”

“She’s right,” I said. “Everything she said. If we’re going into the manifold, you’re going to have to have faith in us. In our group, in our relationship. That we were meant to be together. And if you don’t have that faith yet, maybe someone else should go in next while we work on it.”

“No,” said Valeria, half turning her face up to Emma to smile at her. “I’m - I’m ready. You’re right, all of you. I need to root out these fears. These insecurities. And I will. No matter what the manifold throws at us, I’ll remember this moment. I’ll remember Emma’s words. And that will keep me on track.”

“So that’s what we’re going with?” asked Brielle. “A tempting replacement?”

Emma gave Valeria one last squeeze then sat down. “Sounds possible.”

“If so, then prepare to believe you’ve no choice,” said Imogen. “The manifold could cripple Valeria, making you not believe she can go on, Noah. Or… I don’t know. Break her mind, reduce her to a simpleton. Somehow try to disqualify her, so that you’ll be truly tempted to pick another in her place.”

Valeria paled. 

“But wait,” said Emma. “Noah brought his scars back with him. If the manifold cripples Valeria…?”

Imogen shrugged. “It’s no playground in there.”

“I can’t… I mean, my body is all I have.” Valeria sounded close to panic. “If I lose the ability to fight, or to walk…”

“You’re more than your body,” said Neveah, voice firm. “And all wounds can be healed with the right magic.”

Valeria gave a shaky nod. “Right. You’re right.”

We sat in silence for a spell, nobody knowing what to say next. Then Imogen stood. “Noah? A word in private?”

“Private?” asked Brielle. “Why? I thought we were all about keeping things in the open?”

Imogen ignored her, left the table, and strode into the hallway beyond.

I stood with a sigh. “I’m sure she’s got her reasons. Hang tight.”

I followed her into her room. She was waiting by the door, and closed it behind me. Turned to face me, crossing her arms over her chest. 

I sat on the edge of her bed. She looked so reserved, so distant. As if we’d broken up and were trying to figure out if we should get back together again. Gone was that easy familiarity, that affection, that unreserved warmth. 

“I’m not confident in Valeria,” said Imogen.

“I know. But she needs to go through the manifold. She needs to pass the trial.”

“I’ve never seen her so off-balance. I don’t think she’s ready for what’s in there.”

“What are you saying, Imogen? We should deny her, pick someone else?”

“Perhaps.”

“And what effect do you think that will have on her? How do you think that’ll affect her confidence? What if it takes us another month to figure out the manifold’s next challenge - how do you think Valeria will spend that time? She’ll break down her confidence even further.”

Imogen frowned, didn’t respond.

I sighed. “I hear you. But I don’t think we have a choice. We turn her down now, force her to stew for a month, she’ll be an even greater wreck when her time comes around. If instead we tell her we’ve got confidence in her, she’ll be buoyed up, might regain some confidence in herself. In our relationship.”

“It’s a terrible gamble.”

“True. But then again, look how rock solid you and I were going in. That turned out to be full of risk, too.”

Imogen looked down and away.

“Imogen.” I wanted to rise and move to her. Stayed still, instead. “Talk to me.”

“I’m fine.”

“No, we both know you’re not. You’re hurting. You’re distant. On edge. Understandably. How could you be anything but?”

I watched her wrestle with my accusations, and then give a curt nod. “True. All true. But I’m working on it.”

“Imogen -”

“Noah, please. Leave me alone.” She pulled her spectacles off, frowned down at them. “I know you mean well. But what we went through. What it stirred up. I’m going to need time. To reconcile myself with… sides of myself. My own history. That I can no longer deny. And… if I’m going to integrate myself, consolidate my sense of self by… accepting my past, the person I was - in an attempt to, I don’t know, love myself again? Whatever that means? Then it’s going to make things difficult for me for awhile. Perhaps your going away for a month will be for the best.”

“All right,” I said at last. There was so much I wanted to say, but in the end I had to respect her wishes. “You know how I feel about you, Imogen. That hasn’t changed.”

“I know.” She sighed and put her spectacles back on. “And thank you. In time, perhaps, I’ll…” She trailed off, frowned. “I want to make something very clear.”

“All right?”

She met my gaze. “I love you. With all my heart. With all my being. Now more than ever. Before my love was… simpler, I suppose. My guiding force. Now… what we went through. You helped me come through it. Without you I’d have died. No matter what comes, no matter what happens, I will never, ever forget that it was your love that saved me. It’s just that…”

She looked away again, overcome by emotion.

I waited, forcing myself not to interject, to move to comfort her.

“It’s just that I need to feel worthy of that love. I mean, at the end of the trial, I admitted that I was. That I deserve to live. But it’s a feeling that comes and goes, like the tide. One moment I believe it. The next I recall all the things I did, and… I don’t.”

“I hear you,” I said. Struggled to find something with which to respond. Some way to reach through that darkness that surrounded her. She seemed so very lost. “But you know what occurs to me?”

“What?”

“After seeing where you were raised. How god-awful that academy was. The cruelties you were subjected to. The torture. The abuse. And seeing just how powerful Sandovar was, and how easily he must have tempted you onto Lilith’s path - the miracle of this all is that you were able to break away in the first place. To turn your back on Lilith, kill Sandovar, and flee to Bastion. To return to the light. That tells me something. That tells me that you were never truly lost, not like Victor, Sandovar, or the Enigma. You fell under the shadow, but you tore yourself free. And that’s…” I shrugged. “That’s amazing. To have done that alone. Never forget that, Imogen. That’s your truth as well.”

She bit her lower lip as she considered me, then gave a curt nod as her eyes grew glassy with tears.

“I love you,” I said, stepping forward to embrace her. “You have no idea how important and special you are to me. I’ll always love you, but I understand that you need time. Time to process all this shit. So take it. As long as you need. And don’t worry about my feelings. If you find yourself bitter, or angry, or annoyed, express it. I’ll understand. I just want you to be yourself, you know? The real you at long last. And in time, when you move on, you’ll be even stronger and more amazing than before.”

Imogen held me tight, her whole frame shaking, her face pressed into my shoulder. Finally, she tore herself away with a gasp and slid her finger under her glasses to wipe at her eyes. “I don’t deserve you, Noah.” Her voice was husky with emotion. “But I’m going to work on that. Thank you. For everything.”

I squeezed her hand. Considered the new Imogen before me. She seemed in some undefinable way to have aged, though her features remained as youthful as ever. To have become a deeper, realer person. More complex. Conflicted.

But maybe in the long run, stronger, wiser, a better Imogen. 

Who fucking knew.

I stood and stepped up to her. Kissed her cheek. “I love you,” I whispered, and let myself out.

Strode back into the circular chamber. The women turned to me. Valeria looked nervous, her eyebrows raised.

“Imogen and I have decided,” I said. “Valeria, you’re good to go. We trust you. We trust your strength and devotion to the Source. If you want to hit the manifold next, we’ll do it.”

Valeria exhaled in relief. “Thank you. Yes. Yes, I’m ready.”

“Then there’s no sense in waiting. Let’s get ready to go in tonight. Imogen will guide us down. And with a little luck we’ll be back before you guys start to truly miss my sense of humor.”

“What sense of humor?” asked Brielle.

“See? Exactly. That was me being funny. And - Valeria. Want to spend some time alone with me before we go in?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, standing. “That would be good. Really good.”

“Then come on. Everyone else, start draping the walls with black, maybe hire some priests to sing dirges while we’re gone. I know you’re all going to miss the fuck out of me.”

“I’m not sure,” said Brielle, squinting at me, “but I think that’s meant to be more of his ‘humor.’”

“That’s pretty generous of you,” said Emma. “I’d call it… a desperate cry for attention?”

“Savage,” I said, grinning at them. “C’mon, Valeria. Let’s leave these cruel harpies to themselves.”

“Harpies?” asked Brielle, rising to her feet.

“Exit stage left!” I took Valeria’s hand and we ran out of the room, laughing as a wooden spoon ricocheted off the wall just above my head. Down the hall to my room, inside, and there I closed the door.

Valeria turned to me, uncertain, golden braid over one shoulder, smiling still from our escape. I stepped in, no hesitation, and kissed her, hard. 

She embraced me, and for a moment we just stood there, holding each other tight. But then I broke the kiss, pulled her down onto the bed, and held her in my arms, her head on my shoulder.

“Listen. Before we… you know. I want you to hear these words. I want you to write them on your heart.”

“All right,” she said softly, hand resting on my chest, one leg draped over my own.

“You were the first to have faith in me. You got me through that first trial. You’ve been an unending source of strength, compassion, guidance, and beauty. I can’t tell you how much you mean to me, you hear? You’re a fucking lioness. I’m honored to have you by my side. Whatever we find in that manifold, we’re going to crush it.”

“Yes,” she said, voice firmer. 

“Never forget we’re in Tagimron. If Ghogiel was designed to slow us down, to corrupt our purpose, then this place is designed to fuck with our heads. Don’t let it. If you find yourself doubting, just remember this moment. Remember Emma’s words, yeah? I wouldn’t swap you out for the world. I want you, Valeria. I need you.”

She rose up onto one elbow so she could look me full in the face. “I need you, too, Noah.”

The intensity between us was such that the very air felt charged. I leaned forward, kissed her. She shifted her weight over me, straddling me with her thick thighs, her need suddenly physical, voracious, like a flash flood roaring down a slot canyon, a brush fire raging across a desiccated prairie. 

Neither of us wanted to be experimental. Try complex positions. We held each other tight, breath ragged, and kissed as if we’d never see each other again after leaving this room. Hands fumbled for our belts, lowered pants, leggings. She adjusted me, shifted her hips, and then I slid into her moist heat. All the way in, and there we stopped, staring into each other’s eyes. 

No words. 

Slowly, ever so slowly, she began to rock herself back and forth, working me in and out, arms stiff by the sides of my head, gaze as intent as that of a woman being led to the executioner’s platform. 

I could feel the call of Svadhisthana, but ignored it. Didn’t summon the Priyam Mantra, nor the Vam. 

This had to be just me and her. Nothing between us. Nothing augmenting the experience.

She felt like a force of nature above me. Strong, capable, leonine. Her braid hanging to one side, face flushed, breath husky as we made love. I began to rock with her, then pulled her down, rolled atop her, the bunk groaning and squeaking, and took over, plowing deep into her pussy, our legs tangled and restrained by the partially removed pants and leggings.

But it didn’t matter. All that mattered was our connection, the way our eyes never strayed; feeling her pulse; smelling her sex; the wet, tight perfect of her pussy. The way it gripped me, took all of me, again and again.

Valeria began to moan, bit her lip, closed her eyes. Lost herself to the sensation. I buried my face in her neck, fighting the urge to go faster, wanting this moment to last forever. Who knew what we’d face in the manifold? What forces might try to break us, tear us apart? How well we’d resist?

I wanted this moment to act as an anchor. A lodestar by which we could navigate the upcoming emotional maze. I wanted to imprint myself upon her psyche, take her soul into me, and bond so deeply nothing could pry us apart.

“Noah,” she whispered, voice breathless. “Yes. Take me. Like… like that. Oh, fuck me, Noah. Fuck me. Please.”

Being with Valeria was so different from Imogen, Brielle, Emma. Their femininity was classic, their bodies slender, lithe, athletic. But I was never ignorant of Valeria’s power. Her strength, her grace, her physicality. Her nails scored trails down my scarred back, her full breasts cushioned my chest as I lay upon her. 

“Noah,” she moaned, then bit her lower lip again. “Oh, yes. There. Like that. Harder, Noah. Please. Harder.”

I obliged. Grasping fistfuls of my bedsheet, I finally let loose, her breath hot and wet in my ear, her moans intimate, raw, unguarded. At the last, her back arched, her breasts thrusting up, her eyes squeezing shut, and I felt her cum, felt her whole body shudder again and again as she let out a single piercing cry.

I rose to my knees, held her by the hips, and gave her everything I had. Hammered into her cunt over and over, driving her orgasm ever deeper, and finally came as well, erupting within her, cock straining as I let out my own shout, lifting her ass clear off the bed, thrust as deeply into her as I could manage.

For an eternity we hung there, joined in a moment of ecstasy, and then I fell forward, across her body, panting and still feeling the heat and warmth of my orgasm uncoiling within me.

“Noah,” she whispered, caressing my back, running her fingers through my hair. She kissed my ear. “Oh Noah.”

I pushed myself back upright and grinned at her. “What were we worrying about again?”

Valeria laughed, a quiet, private sound, and cupped my face in both hands. “Nothing,” she said, eyes gleaming, face glowing. “Nothing at all.”

 

* * *

 

The swirling colors of the manifold’s heavens unfurled endlessly above us. Imogen, Valeria, and I alighted upon the tiny island on which the guardian and his archway stood. Valeria was resplendent in her spirit form, plucked free from her sanctum by the force of my will; just as I’d entered once when rescuing her from Lilith’s corruption back on Ghogiel, so I had entered again and drawn her forth, slumbering and floating, into my reservoir. There she’d awoken, marveled, and then been drawn forth into the manifold’s maelstrom by Imogen’s guidance.

Here I leave you, said Imogen, voice taut with tension. This place had to trigger her, I realized, so all I did was embrace her, squeeze her tight, then move back.

Valeria, still ill at ease with her spirit self, did the same, and then there was nothing left for us to do but turn toward the archway. 

The Guardian made no move to stop us, nor did he speak. Our intent was clear, our course of action obvious. 

Are you ready? I asked.

Hard question to answer. Wish I’d been able to bring Liz’s crossbow with me. But yes. She took my hand. Ready.

A deep breath. A final look up and around. How many weeks might pass before we returned here? Would we return?

I thought of Sandovar picking up the heavy chain. Shuddered, banished the memory. 

Then let’s go.

I could feel Imogen’s gaze upon my back. Sense her relief over not having to accompany me into that dread portal. Couldn’t blame her, either. 

It took real effort to step through. To enter into that golden mist, and as I did, I squeezed Valeria’s spirit hand extra tight, terrified suddenly that she’d be wrested away from me. A deep breath, and we were in.

 

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 

Madness. The flashing of scythe-like blades, serrated at their base, alien visages that seemed all incisors. The air alive with hisses and screams, the world all around us moving, twisting, a maelstrom of flickering bodies, almost too fast to track. The ground muddy underfoot, treacherous, a hint of a cliff face before us, the sky darkening overhead. 

But no time, no time for anything but to burst forward, seizing hold of the Second Prism so that multiple bolts of lightning flared out before me, causing chitinous shells to burst, black ichor to burst forth, shrieks to erupt, and I was stumbling forward, Shard in hand, laying about me with Manipura’s might, severing, hacking, parrying, turning, searching for Valeria -

There, just to my side, battle-ax singing, in her element, eyes wide, black blood spattered across her cheek. 

Hundreds of them around us. Too many. Bladed forearms so sharp they made the air whine as they swung them at us. 

Fuck this.

Manipura’s roar was the Niagara Falls within my mind. I flew at Valeria, grabbed her outstretched hand, flew straight up, a line of fire opening down the side of my thigh, agony hole punching into my calf. Up, up into the clear air, leaving the writhing mass of demons or whatever they were beneath us - but they weren’t content to let us go.

I saw a half dozen of them crouch and then leap up like fleas flinging themselves after us. Shooting up like bullets, scythe-like limbs churning. 

A swipe of Shard unleashed an arc of golden light that severed half of them mid-air. Valeria batted another away, shearing through limbs. Blood, hot and burning, misted the air. 

Higher I flew, intent on simply getting away from this insanity, blood running down my leg, giving thanks to the Source that we’d survived those manic few seconds in that hellish pack.

“Noah!” Shock in Valeria’s voice, urgency like I’d rarely heard. “I know this place! That cave - that’s where - we have to clear the demons!”

I stopped my flight. We were a good thirty yards up, the cliff tapering off to my right, undulating hills stretching out around us, pockets of trees growing in their valleys. The heavens were sulfurous, the setting sun casting everything in refulgent yellows and crimsons. 

Below us, the demon horde was assaulting a cave mouth. Easily a hundred of them, the bulk of which hadn’t even noticed our arrival. Hurling themselves at a pale white ward that stretched across the cave entrance, slamming their scythes down upon its curved surface again and again.

“Please! It’s going to fall, and then -”

I hoisted Valeria up, Manipura rendering her nearly weightless, and wrapped my arm around her waist. Then dove down, Shard extended before me. The First Prism joined the Second, that familiar churn of power deep within my reservoir, my magic refining itself through Muladhara even as I braided the result, split it and split it again, then again, then again.

I leveled off ten yards above the seething mass and let loose with a dozen bolts of lightning. They blasted down, Shard’s own golden arc centering the light show, and plowed furrows of destruction across the demon’s ranks. They were so tightly packed together that I couldn’t miss. 

Chitinous armor, limbs, heads, everything burst, erupted, and then I was past, swooping up, turning, having drawn their attention once more. A dozen demons flung themselves up at me, springing up with shocking speed, and I unleashed my levenbolts once more, capturing them mid-flight in cages of writhing white light.

They all died.

“Drop me!” Valeria barked, and I trusted her, descended a few yards and did as she asked. She landed in a crouch, battle-ax pressed into the grass, then sprang forward to meet the closest demon.

I flew forward, another pass, and once again unleashed a dozen levenbolts, each no thicker than my wrist, their collective mass scalding the world, blanking everything in their shockingly bright white light.

More demons erupted. 

I landed on the far side of their pack, turning at the last second so that I backpedaled as my heel touched the ground, and in quick succession unleashed three arcs of aureate light from Shard’s blade, cleaving through dozens as they flooded toward me. Levenbolts captured those who leaped up, frying them mid-air, and then just before the mass hit me I flew back up, fast as thought, to unleash more destruction upon them from above.

A quick glance toward Valeria - she was cutting her way toward the cave mouth, shouting words of what might have been encouragement. We’d already killed half the demons, their steaming, shattered bodies littering the glade, but a score still battered the ward, which even as I watched, went down.

The demons poured inside.

Valeria screamed in fury and despair.

No thought. No calculation. I used the Second Prism to split my levenbolts into a dozen streams once more, but then blended them with the Priyam Mantra; the sacred words restrained the bolts, subdued them, made them feel strangely ductile and obedient to my will.

I dove forward, spearing toward the cave entrance a mere yard off the floor, and wrapped the dozen levenbolts around my body, encasing myself in a cocoon of living lightning, each one trailing behind me like some divine wake. 

Each demon I hit fried itself upon my electrified cage. I was like a bolt of lightning flung by Zeus, the world’s most awesome bug zapper. Shard was extended before me, pulse after pulse of golden light preceding my flight, angled so as to avoid the cave entrance directly.

Black blood was everywhere. Screaming hisses of rage, the crunch of exoskeletons, body pieces flying. My magic pouring from me in an endless deluge, fueling the constant levenbolts, each held in place by the might of the Priyam Mantra. 

And then I was through, inside the cave just as Valeria ran inside. The cave was an oblique shaft that plunged into the cliff at a downward angle as if a titan had stabbed the mountain with the world’s greatest blade. Mostly dark, a few lanterns set thirty yards within illuminated a group of white-robed women who were fighting off the demons - and losing.

I cut my levenbolts, landed on the ground. I could sense just how depleted my reservoir was. Maybe two-thirds gone? 

Time to get surgical.

Valeria sprinted forward, shouting names I didn’t recognize. 

A deep breath. Time seemed to slow. I raised my hand, released the First Prism so that no more magic was siphoned into Muladhara, and embraced the Vam Mantra. 

My senses sharpened. Grew painfully acute. Tunnel vision widened back out. I was between breaths. Saw the dozen demons as they threw themselves at the women. Overwhelming them with their scythe attacks, lunging forward to close their ferocious jaws on shoulders, arms, necks. The gleam of lantern light on their carapaces. The horror, revulsion, and fury on the women’s faces.

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

A dozen levenbolts flew forth from my palm, none of them wider than my forefinger, delicate traceries of death that arced through the cave, weaving past Valeria’s charging form to pick out each demon, entangle their black and gleaming forms in livid light, forging a direct connection between us, a connection slender but terrible and into which I poured a shitload of power.

The dozen demons spasmed, their movements losing all coherency, and fell.

Time snapped back. Carapaced bodies crashed to the ground, bowled into the women only to bounce off shields or be shoved away. Steam rose from cracks and joints. The sobs and shouts of the warrior women echoed then changed from alarm to shock and surprise.

Valeria staggered to a halt, her foes destroyed, only to resume running, reaching the six or so women.

I turned to survey the cave entrance. A few demons were lurking in the growing shadows, hesitant amidst their endless dead, and when they saw me staring they melted away into the growing dusk and disappeared.

I’d seen their like before, I realized. Back at Peruthros. They’d been part of Lilith’s army that had been besieging the city when we returned from saving Valeria and Emma. 

But they’d been but an element of that army. Here they were everything.

“Iozefa!” Valeria’s cry of dismay was rife with heartache and pain. “No, no!”

I hurried over. The women were in rough shape. All sported serious injuries, some of them probably mortal. They were sagging, sitting, moving over to the rough wall where a seventh woman lay propped up on their packs.

All of them wore white robes under steel half-plate embossed with gold filigree, but this woman’s armor was even more resplendent, almost a work of art.

A ruined work of art. A terrible gash had torn through her breastplate and clearly cut through ribs and into her chest. Blood was thick and treacly down her front, pooled thickly about her. An older woman, fifties perhaps, braid iron gray with the faintest hints of gold, face regal, expression deeply carved with lines of pain.

Because the wound wasn’t all she was suffering from. It was clearly the source of an infection that was tearing through her, spreading lines of black obsidian across her skin, causing her to - distend? Deform? 

I swallowed bile. Something had been implanted within her chest, was growing within her, pushing her body apart from within, spreading tendrils across her skin. Even as Valeria knelt before Iozefa, I heard the wet creak of bones bending, tearing free of cartilage within her.

“Valeria.” Iozefa’s voice was soft, calm, despite the pain, and a smile broke across her features. “You’ve returned.”

“No,” said Valeria. “Not again. I can’t…”

“Again?” This from one of the few women who’d remained standing, a dark-skinned amazon as strong looking as Valeria. For that matter, I realized, all the women were husky and powerfully built. The speaker took off her winged golden helm, tucked it under her arms, and shook out her shoulder-length dreds. “What do you mean, again?”

“Never mind,” said Valeria, tears in her eyes. “Iozefa. I’m… I’m so sorry I was too late.”

“You delivered the message?”

“I did.” 

What message, I wondered?

“Then that is all that matters. The emperor will decide the rest.”

Valeria took Iozefa’s gauntleted hand in her own. “I’m so sorry.” The pain in her voice was terrible. “I’ll… yes. If you wish it of me.”

Iozefa frowned, momentarily confused, then smiled once more. “So you can read minds now, little one?”

“I just know what you wish.”

Iozefa let out a hiss of pain and arched her back as something snapped within her. Blood burst free of her lips. She sagged back. “Then… hurry.”

Valeria rose, her expression one of total focus, the pain that roiled in the depths of her eyes like nothing I’d ever seen. She took up her ax. “Go in peace, Mother. I’ve dreamed of what I’d say if I could be here again, but now… words…”

A series of cracking sounds sounded from within the older woman, and more blood spurted out of her mouth. She slid over onto her side, and lost her self-control; scrabbled at the dirt as she fought to breathe, nails breaking as she raked them over the rocks, heels drumming on the ground.

“Hurry!” barked one of the women.

Valeria sobbed, raised her ax, and brought it down hard on Iozefa’s neck.

The older woman’s head rolled free, and her body went still. 

Wait. 

No it didn’t.

It continued to twitch and shiver, long past when she should have died.

“What by the Source…?” I asked.

“The parasite,” said Valeria. “Stand back.”

And she reached down, cut away Iozefa’s breastplate, to reveal the brutally distended shirt beneath, the older woman’s body already mutated past what could possibly have been human.

A half sob, and Valeria raised the ax.

“I can do it,” said the black woman, stepping forward. “Val, you don’t have to.”

“No. I do.” And she brought her ax down with all her strength upon Iozefa’s chest. Cleaved it in twain, but hit something hard like a knot of ironwood within her, something into which her ax thunked and didn’t split.

The mewling cry of a baby horrified me more than anything I’d heard or seen thus far.

Valeria let out a cry of horror, worked her ax free, and then set to chopping furiously at the black shape that was trying to break itself free of Iozefa’s chest. Twisting, tearing its tendrils out of the dead body, mewling and crying out in pain. 

But Valeria was indefatigable. A minute later, the creature was dead.

The ax slid from Valeria’s fingers and she stepped back. She was hyperventilating. Shook her head, wiped at the black ichor that had splattered across her face, and backed right into the cave wall. “This can’t… I can’t…”

“Barilla’s not looking good,” said one of the robed women who was crouching beside a third. “Stomach wound. I think she’s infected as well.”

The black warrior lady frowned. “Think we can get her to Japhar in time?”

“I… it’s possible.”

“No,” said Valeria, voice dull. “We won’t.”

“Won’t?” The dark-skinned lady turned back to her. “Iozefa is still warm and you’re already taking her place?”

“Not that. I mean.” Valeria passed her hand over her eyes. “We try to take her, and she dies on the way there. The parasite kills Una before we kill it.”

The women stared at Valeria in confusion. 

“What the fuck are you talking about?” asked the dark-skinned lady.

“Val?” This from the strawberry blonde kneeling by Barilla. “You been vouchsafed a vision?”

“I… yes.” Valeria was staring out at nothing. Clearly in shock.

The dark-skinned warrior looked at the blonde. “What do you think? Barilla have a chance?”

“I’d say so…”

“Listen,” I said, stepping forward. “Valeria knows what she’s talking about. I’ve come to trust her visions. If she says Barilla won’t make it, we should listen.”

Everyone turned to consider me. I saw skepticism, wariness, and some measure of respect. I guess I had just single-handedly saved their lives.

“And who are you?”

“Noah,” I said. “I was helping Valeria with her mission.” Something about delivering a message? “I’m here to help.”

“I’m Azor,” said the dark-skinned warrior, expression grim. “And while we thank you for rescuing us, I’d ask you politely to stay the fuck out of our personal business.”

“Azor,” said the strawberry blonde reprovingly. 

“She won’t make it,” said Valeria, voice stronger. She blinked, seemed to come back to herself. “Believe me. I know this. You think I don’t grieve for her, Azor? You think I say this lightly?”

“I think you’re in shock,” said Azor, placing her hands on her hips. “Rightly so. You just killed the woman who raised you. We’re all in shock. Which means we should be really careful about condemning a sister without good cause.”

“Wait.” Valeria put her hand to her temple. “What day is it?”

Azor frowned. “You take a blow to the head?”

“I… yes. Sure. What day is it?”

“The seventeenth.”

“Seventeenth. The month is Cestus. I just delivered the message to the imperial wayhouse. About Japhar’s third wall falling? Asking for more Dog Soldiers?”

“Yes,” said one of the warrior women who’d remained quiet until now. She was bandaging a grievous wound in her leg, tightly winding cloth around her thigh, back to the wall. Orange hair cut short in a boyish style, chin square, skin pale, she had the gravely voice of a smoker and the look of a card sharp. “Though I don’t know if your figuring that out is worrying or not.”

“That means the fourth wall still stands.” Growing excitement in Valeria’s voice. 

Azor’s frown deepened. “That… would stand to reason, wouldn’t it?”

“Which means - never mind.” Valeria visibly took control of herself. “We need to get back to Japhar. Now.”

“We know that, Val.” Azor shook her head in disgust, turned back to Barilla and the strawberry blonde. “I need a final verdict, Ellie.”

Ellie bit her lower lip, peered down at the wound again. “I’d say we have time. Japhar’s only a day’s travel. If we hustle we can get her to the hospital in time.”

“That’s good enough for me.” Azor looked over the other women. “Ria, can you run?”

“If I have to,” said Ria, the orange-haired card sharp.

“Gefetha?”

“No,” said another of the women, her voice deep, dolorous. She was massive, built like a refrigerator, her plate armor reinforced, her hair shaved along the sides, bloodied and thick across the top. “Leg’s broken. Leave me.”

“Tia?”

“I can make it.” The last of the warrior women was hunkered down in a crouch, one arm resting on a knee, black hair spilling down over half her face. I could make out a vividly green eye, high cheekbones, her beauty such that she’d have been recruited right off the street back home by a model scout. It seemed impossible that she could stand under all that armor, but with a deep grimace she did so, rising up with obvious effort, to brush her greasy hair back and reveal a twisted scar that ran down the length of her face like a levenbolt. “I’ll… be a little slow.”

From the way she was holding her left arm across her chest, I could tell it was broken. The plating across her left leg was badly warped.

Azor scowled. “We don’t have a choice. You. Noah. How much power you got left?”

I inhaled deeply. Sensed my reservoir was low, and engaged the First Prism, funneling what was left into Muladhara, making it more potent. “Enough for another fight.”

“Who are you?” asked Ria, the card sharp, voice a rasp.

“Dog Priest,” said Valeria without hesitation. “Came back with me from the imperial way station. 

“Dog Priest.” Azor sounded impressed despite herself. “Makes sense. But we need to get going before more babashti find us. Even on this side of the path their presence is growing thick. Gefetha, we’re going to strip you of your armor. I’ll help you move. Priest, you think you and Val can carry Barilla, put together some kind of stretcher?”

“No,” said Val, moving forward. “I’m sorry. I’ve not been thinking straight. Noah, Japhar’s only a dozen miles west. Fly Barilla there, then alert the Mother Superior as to our approach. She’ll send out a kincircle to meet us. Then fly back and reconnect.”

Azor stepped back as if slapped, her expression bewildered. “You can fly?”

The strawberry blonde rose to her feet. Her face was circular, almost moon-like, her hair so fine that it lay like corn silk across her skull. “Obsidian Collar?”

“Does it matter?” Already the First Prism was reifying my power. It had little to work with, but what I had was going to count. “Someone point me west.”

Ria raised an eyebrow then pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “West.”

“Noah, a moment,” said Valeria, moving aside, ignoring Azor’s scowl.

I followed after, stepping into a natural alcove of rock.

“We don’t have time for this!” shouted Azor.

“Noah. This. I’ve lived this before. This happened during the Japhar raid. I made it back too late. Everybody was dead except Azor and Iozefa. Azor escaped, made my life hell after this. The rest? All killed. Used. Skinned. But Iozefa was also still alive… or, whatever you want to call it.”

I reached out, touched her arm. “Manifold’s brought you back.”

Her eyes were glazed over with tears. “Putting Iozefa down was one of the hardest things I had to do. She was in so much pain, but the parasite, it had corrupted her mind, made her say things… for us to be brought back down here. To bring me to this memory. Fuck this manifold.”

“I can get behind that.”

“But it also means we could be in time. To prevent the fall of the fourth wall. We could perhaps change what happened -”

“Valeria.” 

She stopped, breathless, shaking. “What?”

“This isn’t real. None of this.”

“I know.” She frowned. “But. We’re here now, aren’t we? This is real in its own way. We can die. And if… if I can change what happened. Save the people I loved. Strike back at Lilith, even if it’s just a shadow of her… that’s worth the doing, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said. “No argument here.”

“Good.” She turned to stare at where Iozefa lay. “She raised me. Took me in when I first joined her monastery. Was more of a mother to me than…” Sniffed, wiped her wrist across her nose. “Never mind. Just… seeing her in pain again. Brings it all back. How much I fucking hate Lilith and all she’s done. Everyone she’s killed. Made suffer.”

“Valeria!” Azor’s bark was sharp. “Let’s go!”

“Hold up,” said Valeria, and strode back out into the cave. Right up to Azor, who sneered at her. 

“We don’t have time for your delicate emotions,” began Azor, but cut off as Valeria headbutted her right in the face.

Several of the other women cried out in alarm as Azor staggered back, hand going to her nose.

“I’m not the Valeria you knew. I’ve changed, Azor. And if you think you can chew me out and command me like before, you’ve got another thing coming.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are?” Azor straightened up, blood running down the side of her face. “I’m going to -”

Valeria stepped forward, smooth as silk, and before Azor could react had buried her knee in the woman’s gut, slamming it into the chainmail just below her breastplate. 

All the air whooshed out of the other woman as she bent over Valeria’s knee.

“I said. I’ve changed. I’ve grown. I’ve lived through more than you can imagine, Azor. From now on, I’ll be giving the orders. You’ll do what I say, or I’ll crush you.”

Azor staggered back, hands over her stomach, eyes wide. “What the… I’m your superior -”

“Not anymore. I challenge you for kincircle leader.”

Azor couldn’t have looked more surprised. “What? Now?”

Valeria’s laugh was mirthless. “That’s the thing. With what’s coming, a good time never comes. Well, I won’t let you brow beat me into submission. You want to lead what’s left of our kincircle? Come at me. Otherwise, shut the fuck up and do what you’re told.”

And something about Valeria, the way she held herself, her strength, her pride, the rage that thrummed just under her skin, checked Azor’s immediate retort. The other woman licked her lower lip, glanced around at the others. “You’re fucking mad. This isn’t how it’s done.”

“It is now. Everything’s changing. But I aim to use what I’ve learned to make a difference, and right now? You’re just a loud-mouthed obstacle. So shut up, or step up.”

Azor licked her lip again. Hesitated. “What happened to you, Val?”

“More than you can imagine. Noah. Take Barilla. Let’s get moving.”

And like that the issue was decided.

I moved over to Barilla. A handsome brunette, her skin olive hewed, her lips full, her lashes long over her cheeks. Heavy armor. Her wound was a mangled mass of blood and churned metal in her gut. 

I crouched, slid my arms under her supine form, and with a flare of Manipura rose smoothly.

She had to weigh a couple of hundred pounds in all that metal. Thank the Source for Manipura’s might.

“Valeria, every half hour stop and meditate. I’ll try and connect with you in your sanctum and see where you’re at.”

“All right,” said Valeria with a firm nod. She seemed bolstered by our plan, her horror and grief assuaged - until she looked down at where Iozefa lay once more, and her eyes glassed over with tears again. 

“Dog Priest out,” I said, turning to stride out the cave, Barilla’s head lolling from side to side as I walked. Just before reaching the cave mouth I lifted off the ground altogether, turned so as to fly backward out into the night, and called out, “Stay alive! I’ll see you soon!”

As I flew up into the darkness, I heard Ria say to Valeria, “Where the fuck’s he been all this time? Coulda used a hot as hell Dog Priest back in…”

I couldn’t help but grin as I rose up. A dozen miles. Could I fly that far with what I had left? All the while tapping into Manipura’s power to make me stronger? It’d be close. To be safe, I began the Priyam Mantra, tempering my magic usage to the bare required minimum. The Mantra and the First Prism worked in concert, concentrating and regulating my usage, and with them both running in the back of my mind, I flew higher and higher.

I need not have worried about finding Japhar. As I climbed higher into the night sky, the cold growing piercing, ragged clouds scudding above me, two moons glorious high above, I saw the great fortress city in the distance.

Not that I could have missed it.

The mountains extended in a great range from east to west, their peaks glimmering with ice, and Japhar was nestled at the top of a valley, its walls limned with thousands of torches, its keep burning with the golden light of countless lanterns. The seven walls didn’t surround it completely, but rather protected the approach up the valley, the first the widest and nearly a full semicircle, while each subsequent one narrowing, till the final seemed to be but a straight wall plugging the gap between the cliff faces. 

Formidable beyond belief, nearly a hundred fifty yards of reinforced battlements and killing fields, towers rising high above each wall, most of which looked perilously high and thick even from this distance.

But then I turned my attention to the valley beyond its walls, and my stomach dropped. 

The valley seethed. A rippling mass of demons. Tens of thousands. Maybe more. Choking the breadth and depth of it, surging forward, so that under the light of the moon their carapaces glimmered and looked like the hammered surface of an ocean. Already their forces had swept over the first, second, and third walls. No lanterns burned along their rubbled lines. 

I flew forward, Barilla weightless in my arms, skimming over the surface of clouds, eyes narrowed against the cold winds, studying Japhar as I drew ever closer. The fourth wall was under attack, even at this hour. Despite the height of the fourth wall, the enemy simply piled atop each other, forming veritable hills that others scaled and leaped upon the parapets.

How the hell were the defenders keeping them at bay?

A shadow flitted across the face of the moon. I jerked aside reflexively, but nothing was attacking. Tearing my gaze from Japhar, I cast around, searching for more movement in the darkness, but saw nothing.

Still, it was clear I wasn’t alone up here. I put on speed, wary now.

My magic reserves were dropping. Fuck. Even if I reached Japhar, how would I make it back to Valeria?

The cold was intense, but Manipura kept it at bay. The land was scudding away beneath me, the rolling hills that rose up to become mountains to my left. Dark patches of forest. The occasional pale stripe of a road, the gutted and blackened remains of villages. The twin moons shed enough light that I could make out enough to see that the demons had ravaged everything in their path. 

As I drew close, I saw winged shapes flitting about Japhar, circling but not drawing close to the walls. 

Gritting my teeth, I fought for height, rising higher, ever higher, piercing the layer of clouds and for a moment traveling through numb, moist nothingness, then breaking out into the higher climes, soaring up above Japhar so that it dwindled beneath me, the flying shapes growing into specks. I couldn’t fight with Barilla in my arms. My best bet was to descend straight down upon the keep.

A premonition, some instinct, and I turned, saw a vast, sinuous shape winging its way in the distance above the clouds with me. 

Dragon!

The thought thrilled me, terrified me, until I realized I was wrong. Not a reptile, but something insectile, segmented, looking for all the world like a monstrous horseshoe crab with a serpentine tail thirty yards long. Scores of segmented legs hung beneath its shell, each longer than I was tall, and it flew without wings, looking for all the world as if it were swimming through the rarefied air.

Shit. I didn’t even want to begin to guess what that thing could do. Guessing I was in position, hoping I’d crossed over the top of Japhar, I plunged back down, dove through the clouds, and emerged high above the peak.

The view was stunning. Thousands of warriors were fighting along the fourth wall. Many more were working feverishly in the killing field between the fourth and fifth, bringing down the wounded, sending up reinforcements, clearing away corpses. The din was thin at this height, but the rumbling roar of impacts against the walls, the thready screams, the bellowed orders, all of it made the bloody combat viscerally real, the mortal struggle taking place below breathtaking in its scope, staggering in its sustained violence.

And Valeria had said Japhar had resisted like this for months before falling?

The thought beggared the mind.

Down I plummeted, faster and faster, eyes tearing up, spearing toward the keep.

The defenders were ready for me. I heard shouts of warning, saw ballista wheel around to orient on me. Fifty or so archers nocked arrows, drew the feathers back to their cheeks.

Shit.

Without thinking, I shifted Barilla over to one arm and drew Shard with the other. Willed it to blaze forth with its golden light, a divine brand in the velvety darkness, and trusting in the awe it engendered, continued to descend, feet first, like Superman touching down on some Metropolis rooftop.

Shouts of shock, then a command to not loose. Down I dropped, toward the center of the keep’s roof. Shard was a blazing spar torn from the heart of the sun, casting shadows behind every soldier. Sergeants stared at me, wide eyed, and the commander of the rooftop, an older man with a truly impressive mustache, simply gaped.

My boots touched stone. I released Manipura’s power of flight, and gravity took hold of me, pulled down on my musculature, caused my skeleton to bare my weight once more. 

“Who… what…?” The commander stepped up, eyes wide, removing his helm with a shaking hand as he studied me. 

“Dog Priest,” I said, “Obsidian Collar. This woman needs healing, and I need to speak with the Mother Superior.”

Dog Priest, I heard the men whisper, along with they’ve sent us an Obsidian Collar? About fucking time!

The commander saluted. “Yes sir. Sergeant Sorca, escort the Dog Priest to the Mother Superior. We’ll see to it that the Battle Sister gets tended to, sir.”

I nodded and carefully set Barilla down. Sorca stepped up and saluted. He was a rangy young man, toffee-colored hair shaved along the sides in what I was gathering was the standard military cut, his expression at once awed yet respectful. He was clad in chainmail, blade at his hip, crossbow slung over a shoulder, all of it looking like it had seen hard use.

“This way, sir. Mother Superior is four floors down.”

How much could I ask without bringing suspicion to my supposed role of Dog Priest? I wasn’t sure, but decided to lean into my assumed authority as soon as we descended the stairway and out of sight.

“Who’s in charge of Japhar?” I asked.

Sorca didn’t glance back at me, making his way swiftly down the broad stairs to the next floor where nearly a hundred men were tending to weapons, sleeping in bunks, chowing down on hasty meals of grilled vegetables wrapped in what looked like tortillas.

“Master Commander Ingberg leads the Immortals, sir.” Sorca hurried to the head of the next set of stairs, raising his hand in greeting as others called out his name. “Commanders Haberish, Teliphar, and Block lead their divisions respectively. Mother Superior Jana commands the Battle Sisters, while Dog Warmaster Garvid leads your people here.”

Down the next flight of stairs, and into a warren of broad hallways and open archways. Stores, supplies, messengers running back and forth, people sleeping everywhere I looked, all of them still armored, weapons across their laps. 

“The status of the fourth wall?”

“Holding. The enemy is dying by the thousands in the Devil’s Courtyard. Hope the spirits of the Pazuman who died there are giving them hell the moment they cross through the Veil.”

Down another flight, and here the atmosphere was quieter. I caught a flash of rich tapestries, carpeted hallways, and then we descended one last time and out into a more bustling floor. People ran to and fro, carrying supplies or rolled-up scrolls, groups of officials stood arguing, guards patrolled in tight knots, and the sounds of battle were louder, coming from down the corridors.

Sorca jogged without hesitation down the broad hallway, our footsteps muffled by thick carpets, past a thickly guarded archway into a broad atrium whose floor was composed of richly tessellated stones, and up to the double doors beyond where a phalanx of Battle Sisters stood at the ready, their robes painfully clean, their armor gleaming, their winged helms tucked under their arms.

A stern matriarch of a warrior stepped forward, easily in her fifties, but as hard and unyielding as tree roots. She swept Sorca with her gaze, then locked her eyes on me. “State your business. The Mother Superior is busy.”

Sorca saluted crisply. “Dog Priest of the Obsidian Collar has an urgent message for the Mother Superior. I was ordered to bring him here.”

The woman’s gaze was as intense as peering down the muzzle of a gun. “Dog Priest. I haven’t seen you around. Your Warmaster send for you?”

“No.” I adopted an equally stern tone. Guessed that this Battle Sister and I might be equals in rank. “I came from the imperial way station at the behest of Battle Sister Valeria. She sent word that the third wall had fallen. Upon returning to her - kincircle?” I hoped that was the right word. “We found them besieged. Iozefa is dead. I delivered Barilla above, but the others are wounded and making their way here slowly on foot. Valeria asked that I notify the Mother Superior, so that help could be sent.”

“Iozefa dead?” Mutters of dismay came from the other robed women. “Curse it.” This a low hiss. “The emperor best send help to justify her loss. Damn.” She half turned away, glaring at nothing, then shook her head and turned back. “Thank you. We’ll send a kincircle out to retrieve them.”

“I’ll help them locate Valeria and the others,” I said. 

Suspicion. “Shouldn’t you be reporting to your Warmaster?”

“My Warmaster can wait.” Could he? I had no idea. “Iozefa’s kincircle can’t. Let’s go.”

The older woman gave me a grudging smile. “Fair enough. Kirilla. Escort this Dog Priest down to the Gate of Silence. Take a full kincircle with you. I want you back within two hours.”

Kirilla, a plain-faced woman in her early twenties, sandy blonde hair braided back into a knot, gave a sharp salute and strode away. I had time to salute Sorca and then I was after her.

Down three more flights of stairs, Kirilla grilling me the whole time as to the kincircle’s wounds, my best estimation as to their location, how long it had taken me to reach Japhar. I answered as succinctly as I could. Kirilla exuded professional competence, and her no-nonsense tone made it immediately clear that she wanted nothing else than clear answers.

We marched through an iron door set in the back of the keep and into what looked like the nave of a church. Pews, a gold statue at the rear of some classical beauty crouched behind her tower shield, a confident smile making her features radiant.

Some thirty women were in various states of undress in the long room. Lockers, I saw, lined the walls, and the Battle Sisters were fixing armor, sharpening weapons, toweling themselves dry.

I’d marched into some kind of crazy nunnery locker room, and every single woman looked more lethal than the next. Ranging from teenagers to mature women in their forties, all of them were sculpted, their muscles toned and cut, their athletic prowess overwhelming. Hair worn long, hair cut short or shaved away altogether, they boasted the same geometric tattoos that Valeria had on her back and thighs, the youngest displaying perhaps a simple band around a bicep, the older sisters near covered in gold and dark blue ink. 

Thirty sets of eyes leveled on me. I saw no alarm, no modesty, no embarrassment that I’d walked in on them. The old Noah might have blushed and apologized, but I was way past that. I set my hands on my hips as Kirilla came to a stop, and scanned the crowd. Admired some of the half-dressed bodies, noted the weapons on display.

The huge suits of armor in the back. 

Holy shit. Six suits were placed on armatures, related to full plate in the way that a tank was related to a hatchback. The metal plates looked to be an inch thick, enameled pure white so that gleamed wetly in the lantern light, edged in thick bands of gold and iron, the chests emblazoned with their goddess’ face above a tower shield, the gauntlets as massive as catchers’ mitts. Each had to weigh - what - four hundred? Five hundred pounds?

And the helms. Hot damn, but they were impressive. Black crystals for eyes, backswept wings of silver and gold, faces torn right from the most beautiful statues of Greek antiquity. Stern expressions, mouths drawn into disapproving slits.

“This Dog Priest -” Kirilla cut off, turned to me. “What’s your name?”

“Noah.”

“This Dog Priest brings word that Iozefa’s kincircle is making its way back to us with wounded. We’re to head out and bring them back in safely. Iozefa herself is dead. Barilla is being tended to upstairs -”

“Upstairs?” This from a short, square-framed sister with spiky black hair, tanned olive skin, and cheekbones like anvils. “How so?”

“I flew her in,” I said.

Someone gave out a low whistle.

“Noah’s an Obsidian Collar. He’s coming out with us. Zia has a bad leg wound, Gefetha can’t walk. Our sisters will be moving slowly and unable to fight off an attack. I want my kincircle ready to leave through the Gate of Silence in five minutes. Let’s go.”

Seven women leaped into action, pulling on tunics, woolen pants, lacing up boots, then helping each other with their full body suits of chain and half-plate. 

One woman, however, strode to the back and up to one of the suits. She was massive, easily three inches taller than me, broader still across the shoulders, her chest prodigious, her waist surprisingly narrow. Legs a mile long, thighs muscled to the point of deformity, she looked like some primordial goddess, her red hair bound into a braid that reached her butt, a braid which she caught up and coiled upon the crown of her head, fixing it in place with a clasp.

Nobody paid me any mind. Which was good. I was fascinated. Two other sisters stepped up as the crimson-haired goddess turned her back to her suit. Her assistants set to armoring her, lifting each piece from the armature with obvious effort, strapping and tethering the huge plates from the feet up, starting with huge, massively reinforced snub-toed sabatons. Worked their way up with grieves, then the vambraces around her thighs. A massive leather harness came down over her head, was cinched tight about her torso, and then a huge breastplate was lowered and hooked, the backplate, the shoulder pauldrons, and so forth.

Ten minutes after the goddess stood nearly seven feet tall, encased in enameled steel of the purest white. The strain of supporting all that metal was obvious upon her face; her jaw was clenched, her face dark with strain. How the fuck was she going to move, much less fight in all that metal?

The two assistants took up the helm. It was massive, as thickly reinforced as the armor, the wings a foot long each, the silver face a work of stunning artistry. Lowered the helmet onto her shoulders, reached under the edge to strap something together - and then the whole suit of armor lit up.

As if the woman’s body had suddenly turned luminous, golden light poured forth from between the armor’s plates, flaring forth for a second, and then the woman stood straight, the armor adjusting itself, moving subtly into place, growing, to all apparent intent, weightless.

The woman socked one massive fist into another, turned, her footstep crunching the stone, and reached for her weapon.

Oh shit. Only now did I see it. 

A half of metal like a weightlifting bar, a massively thick chain that was as long again at its end affixed to a huge spiked mass of blades.

Which for a second dragged across the stone floor, and then lifted up to swing in the air.

The head of that flail had to weigh fifty pounds alone. It was composed of six battle-ax blades stuck together so that their edges faced outward. 

“Wraithbone armor,” said Kirilla, stepping up alongside me, sliding a strap through a buckle of her own insignificant looking half-plate. “When it’s all connected, it extends sinews and tendons beneath the metal to form a living web that takes the weight. Don’t ask me to explain it.”

“I won’t,” I said. “I’ll just give my thanks she’s on our side.”

“As do I. Arianna is a beast in battle without the Wraithbone, but with it? You can almost pity the demons.”

“Not I.”

“No, I guess not. We all ready?” Her shout was met with agreement from the other women, and together we marched down the hall, the other battle sisters calling out encouragement and blessings. Each battle sister paused to drop to one knee before the golden statue, calling out a brief prayer. When it was my turn, I bowed my head politely, causing a stir amidst the women behind me. 

Not knowing what that was about, I ignored it, and followed Kirilla out into a hallway, down to a huge set of doors that were reinforced with thick bands of black iron, its surface studded with iron spikes, and down a flight of eight broad steps into the bailey.

Kirilla strode without hesitation, ignoring the chaos and death that raged off to our left, where the concentric rings of the walls faced the enemy. We followed in single file, Arianna bringing up the rear, till we reached the Gate of Silence.

The outer wall here was short, a single massive construction of stone that faced the heart of the empire. Clearly nobody expected to be attacked from this direction. The gates themselves were massive enough for two elephants to ride through shoulder to shoulder and built of solid metal, their faces marred by patches of rust. Guards manned the walls above, stood in a phalanx before it, halberds and blades at the ready.

It took Kirilla five minutes to get one of the doors cracked open, but I missed the exchange with the impatient watch captain as I instead dove into my reservoir, deep down to follow the line of tension from my golden cord to Valeria’s sanctum. 

Willed the aperture to open, then slipped inside to find Valeria floating in the center, legs crossed, eyes closed. 

Damn it. She wasn’t currently meditating. Valeria? Valeria! Can you hear me?

Nothing.

We’d have to work on this system of communication. Was there a way to speak to my companions while they were in the waking world? I tried shouting her name a few times more, then emerged back into the bailey just as one of the battle sisters tapped my shoulder.

The Gate of Silence stood open but a yard. We filed through, and I turned to watch as Arianna reached the gap. It wasn’t wide enough for her, so she took the foot-thick iron door with one hand and leaned back, hauling at the huge mass of iron.

The seven-yard-tall gate swung out slowly another yard. That feat of insane strength accomplished, she strode forth into the dark in which we waited.

“Stay sharp,” said Kirilla. “They’ve been filtering their way through the mountains even without the pass. Just because Japhar’s at our backs doesn’t mean we’re safe.”

We moved out. Single file, Arianna in the back, Kirilla taking point. I stepped out to the flank, a good six yards out from the line, but nobody complained. Kept my hand on Shard’s hilt. Watched the darkness for movement, embracing the Vam Mantra, allowing my hesitations, doubts, and fears to wash away.

Leaving me in the eternal now, and open to come what may.

We left the main road that speared toward the capital hundreds of miles away and began working our way through the scree and badlands on this side of the mountains, walking along the bottom of ravines and gullies, only to occasionally scramble up and over a ridge when we started to veer too far north or south. 

Nobody spoke. The battle sisters were all business. The steady tromp of Arianna’s Wraithbone armor was reassuring. My mind was blank, my pulse steady. It was too easy to anticipate danger, to start turning around, peering into the darkness, to get spooked and paranoid. Far better to remain clear and focused within the Vam, waiting for a reason to freak out instead of conjuring them whole cloth from nothing.

I called for a pause every ten minutes, delving into my sanctuary and peering into Valeria’s sanctum. She was slumbering the first three times, but on the fourth I was rewarded with her blazing eyes as she turned toward my aperture.

There you are, she said, moving toward me. I’ve been stopping to meditate every so often, and Azor’s giving me hell. I’m on the verge of breaking her face. Where are you?

Hard to pinpoint, I said. I’m moving west with Kirilla’s kincircle. We’re currently traversing badlands, working our way around the base of a mountain with a forked peak, the second one after Japhar. You?

Forked peak? I see it ahead. We were forced to move further up the slopes to avoid roving packs of babashti. There’s a ruined tower at the end of the ridge ahead of us. Tell Kirilla to make her way to the old Pyrehouse -

And then she was gone. 

I was alone in her sanctum.

Had that been a look of - fear? surprise? shock? on her face before she disappeared?

Not good. I opened my eyes, turned to the battle sisters who were waiting impatiently off to one side.

“The old Pyrehouse,” I said. “That’s where they’re headed. I think they’re under attack. Which way?”

One of the battle sisters scowled and spat. “What black magic is this? How’s he talking to her?”

“The old Pyrehouse? Half a mile, up that way.” Kirilla pointed to the far slopes of the forked mountain, perhaps a third of the way up. “If we move fast, we can be there in ten minutes -”

“Then move fast.” I tapped Manipura, felt that dark leonine roar shudder within my depths, and rose a foot up from the ground. God I fucking loved being able to fly. It’d never grow old. “I’m going to go ahead. Hurry.”

“Wait -” began Kirilla, but I couldn’t. Activating the First Prism, seeking to extract as much juice as I could from what little magic I had left, I speared out into the night, pushing myself as fast as I dared so as to ensure I had some power left when I arrived. Swapped the Vam for the Priyam Mantra, further economizing my magic usage, feeding Manipura just enough to accomplish what I desired and not a drop more.

My cloak snapped behind me like a flag in a hurricane. Shard was in my hand. I flew about ten yards above the badlands, rising as the slope grew steeper, searching, probing at the dark contours ahead, seeking - 

There.

A tall, broad Martello tower rose from the very edge of an escarpment, a dark shadow against the night sky, barely discernible, but with a lavender glow at its base illuminating a frenzy of activity.

Shit. 

I checked in with my reservoir. What little magic remained was potent but scarce. Not enough to duplicate my feats during our arrival. 

This was going to be rough.

I landed at the escarpment’s very edge, Shard held before me in both hands, and continued forward at a sprint, not losing any speed. The Martello tower rose before me, a massive, stout construction like a squatting toad, ponderous and brutal. Around its base swarmed the babashti, a gleaming mass of chitin and blades. At the base of the tower I could make out two battle sisters holding the ruined doorway - Valeria? Azor?

No time to figure it out. 

I swept an arc of golden light before me, scything down a dozen demons, and ran into the mass, sweeping Shard about me in oblique cuts, putting Manipura behind each cut so that I severed limbs and chunks of heads without difficulty. 

Not enough juice for a complex levenbolt. Nothing so fancy as levenbolt cage. The babashti turned to face me only to die. My sweeps turned into chops. I hewed a path. But not without damage; a cut slashed open my side, a second speared through my back, driving me down to one knee.

It was like falling into an InSinkErator. Blades all around me, closing in. No way to defend, no way to escape, so I leaped up, Manipura blasting me into a springing jump that cleared the heads of the demons, its power guttering out just as I hit the apex. Six or seven demons sprang after me, and I turned mid-air, Shard sweeping across to parry several thrusts, to somersault and land in a heavy, wobbly crouch beside Valeria, a golden arc from Shard clearing the immediate area of assault before us.

“Dog Priest!” Azor’s cry of relief was half incredulity. “How do you keep showing up like this?”

“Lucky penny,” I said, rising unsteadily to my feet, gazing at the babashti that had drawn back, wary now, a wall of curved, hairless heads, flickering blade legs, black chitinous bodies. Hard to tell where one ended and the next began. Two torches had been thrust into the ground by the doorway, each burning with a lavender light. “Everyone all right?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, leaning over to kiss my cheek. “Especially now that you’re here.”

I could feel Azor’s hard stare. I guess battle sisters weren’t meant to be so familiar with dog priests. I couldn’t resist; I twirled my blade, thwipping blood to the ground, and winked at her.

“The kincircle?” asked Valeria, turning her attention to the shifting wall of demons before us.

“Five minutes away. They’ve got a Wraithbone sister with them.”

“Lashanti be praised,” said Azor. 

I flared my fingers on Shard’s hilt, eyed the demons. “What are they waiting for? They scared of these purple torches?”

As if in response, their ranks parted, making way for a gangly form. It seemed to birth itself from the darkness, shadows writhing and peeling away from its emaciated body. It looked like one of those bog mummies, skin dense and shrink-wrapped around its starved frame, limbs like sticks, and my head went back, and back, as it rose to its full height, some ten yards high.

Its face was hidden by a brightly painted mask, huge and stylized, nose a long tube, mouth impossibly wide to reveal yellowed teeth, looking like something from a Carnival parade, a New Orleans float. A massive mane of white hair undulated in the air behind it, a lion’s mane at odds with the rest of its spindly self.

“Shoxar,” whispered Azor, voice laden in dread.

Memories of Ghogiel came rushing back. The ambush we’d set in that small city to rescue the lost scouts - what had that place been called?

The shoxar pulled a spindly pipe from the shadows, slid its stem between the mask’s teeth, and inhaled deeply, causing its bowl to smolder.

“Here it comes,” said Valeria, sinking into a crouch as if about to take a charge. “Watch out -”

The shoxar exhaled, and the temperature plummeted, the stones at our feet crackling, splitting apart, the light of the two lavender torches nearly dying down altogether, the walls behind us clicking as a thousand small cracks shivered their way across its front. 

But it wasn’t the cold that was wreaking destruction; bitter as it was, the temperature couldn’t cause the rust to fan out across Azor and Valeria’s weapons, cause our clothing to writhe and fall apart, our mouths to fill with the taste of dust and death. The wound in my back flared into terrible life, the cut along my ribs, the pain doubling, tripling.

The last time I’d fought one I’d had Imogen by my side, Kashala with her terrible fire magic, along with a half dozen other magi. Even then it had been a brutal fight.

Now?

I shouted my defiance and swept Shard forward, unleashing an arc of brilliant golden light. The shoxar raised its hand, and a ward of smoky gray shot through with ribbons of crimson light appeared, absorbing the attack. Its mask creaked and splintered as it smiled, cheeks bunching up into ruddy apples, but I wasn’t done.

“Charge!” I shouted, reaching deep for more power, desperately engaging both Prisms as I leaped into the sky, rising up ten, fifteen yards, the shoxar’s head craning back to track me, and I unleashed blast after blast of Shard’s golden light.

At the same time Valeria and Azor ran forward - but their weapons were fragmenting in their hands. The head of Valeria’s ax fell from the haft, tearing free under its own weight. Their armor was falling apart as well, pauldrons and chest plates sagging, the metal itself disintegrating.

Shit. 

Last time Kashala had blasted the shoxar with 6th Circle fireballs. Now? We were charging it with ax hafts and loud yells.

And at that moment the waiting horde of babashti howled and poured forward, an avalanche of wicked sharp blades, lipless fangs, and gleaming black exoskeletons.

Death. 

As I hung there, the last of my magic running out, Shard’s glow dimming, I saw death coming for us. Valeria gripping the haft of her ax like a club. Azor fumbling to tear away her breastplate which had slid down over her legs. 

I cast my gaze beyond the frenzied mass, hoping beyond hope to see Arianna bounding toward us, that massive flail swinging - 

But no. 

We were alone.

Panic, horror, and utter refutation arose within my chest. I had to do something. Pull off a miracle - but - what?

In my mind’s eye I saw the twin blazing suns, those bronzed orbs of that vast owl, and an old memory flashed into my awareness, loosed from the depths of my mind.

My waiting in my reservoir, back in Ghogiel, preparing to cleanse Imogen of her parasite’s taint. Reaching out to close my hand around my golden thread, drawing power from its fiery glow as the sound of a chorus raising its voice in song had washed over me. 

The golden filament. 

A source of power.

But one I could only grasp when in meditation, fully within my reservoir. 

Unless?

The Third Prism technique. The ability to exist both within one’s reservoir and without, to see one’s sanskaras with open eyes, to divide the mind and presence between the realm of the spirit and the body.

I heard Serena’s words again: only adepts of Sahaswara, the thousandpetal lotus, can grasp the form of the Third Prism. To attempt to do so without channeling Sahaswara risks burning out your mind, guttering your soul, and reducing yourself to a gibbering idiot.

Well, fuck that noise.

 The Third Prism unfolded in my eye, a complex geometric shape, faces all in black, edges a luminous, dark purple. 

The strain was terrible. My reservoir, already near ruptured with its golden cracks, shivered and shook. My vision grew doubled, blurred, and then, somehow, I was within my reservoir and flying above the shoxar at the same time. Each reality distinct, not overlaid but simply dual, with myself fully present within the real world and within the reservoir at the same time.

Trying to encompass that double vision felt like having talons slide into my brain and attempt to tear it in two. 

I screamed, but within my reservoir I flew toward the golden filament. Reached, grabbed, and felt that torrent of power. 

The heavenly host sang once more, heard in one plane of reality but not the waking world. 

The filament was a direct conduit to something - the Source? I had no idea, but drank of its power even as the pain in my head deepened to something beyond a migraine. 

But with every ounce of will I held onto the Third Prism, not having the strength or capacity for the Priyam Mantra or anything else. Power flooded into me, torrential, and I simply raised my palm and channeled it all into a levenbolt.

The force of which threw me back even as a charge as thick as my thigh exploded from my hand to play over the shoxar, shattering its smoky ward and carving a deep, cindered chasm across its mask and chest.

And still the golden filament poured power into me, power I knew I had to control, that I should be shaping with the First Prism, or curbing with the Priyam Mantra, but all I could do was scream, that massive bolt of lightning moving off the shoxar and into the tide of demons, obliterating a thick swathe right before Azor and Valeria, causing chitinous bodies to burst, the ground to erupt, leaving a glowing ravine in its wake. 

I couldn’t see. Both visions were collapsing into each other, the pain in my head catastrophic, the power raging through me, sluicing directly into my levenbolt which I drew back across the babashti one last time, over the shoxar which was trying to pick itself up, and then it was just too much.

I vomited, the world spinning, and released the golden filament. Released the Third Prism. 

My vision of my reservoir vanished.

I had nothing left to feed into Manipura. Plummeted down, but the world went dark before I impacted the ground.

 

 

Chapter 19

 

 

 

I woke up in a bed. Narrow cot, small room, illuminated by a single candle that had burned down low. 

And immediately felt near immeasurable relief. I closed my eyes, allowing the knowledge that I was alive to sink in. How many times had I awoken thus, after pushing myself too hard, too far, and passing out in some perilous situation?

Too many. 

Some day soon, if I kept pressing my luck, I’d not wake up at all.

Still, it had worked. My being here, alive, meant we’d survived.

Right?

I sat up, suddenly worried. Valeria. Was she - wait. If she’d died, wouldn’t the manifold have ejected me from its virtual world? About to climb out of bed, I instead caught myself, closed my eyes, and sank into my reservoir.

Oh shit. 

What had I done to the place?

As I sank down along the golden filament, I stared in horror and awe at the damage I’d inflicted upon the walls. The golden scars had opened and I could see my magic leaking out into the black void beyond. Manipura was closed and dusted with what looked like ash, while Svadhisthana looked bleached, the golden petals reduced to a near platinum silver. 

Muladhara. I dove down to the bottom, and to my immense relief saw that my first and most primal sanskara appeared untouched.

I turned in a slow circle. No wonder Serena had made such a big deal about not using the Third Prism. 

The golden filament appeared all the more vibrant and alive in contrast to the faded glory of my reservoir, only then did I note the two burning strands that extended from the filament to outline the entrances to Imogen and Brielle’s sanctums. 

Could I reach them, use their sanctums as a back door to the manifold’s illusory prison? I floated along the fiery cord to where it looped before Imogen’s aperture, and willed it to open.

Nothing. 

I frowned, reached out with my heart, my will, and felt the faintest of tugs, Imogen’s presence hidden and just out of reach. Was this due to the damage I’d taken from the Third Prism, or another imposition from the manifold?

I floated over to Brielle’s and got the same result. Floated over to Valeria’s, and there was rewarded by being able to open her aperture and peer inside her sanctum. Valeria floated, cross-legged, eyes closed, within a faint glow of golden light.

She was alive.

I knew she’d not hear me if I spoke, so I closed the aperture and opened my eyes. The stonework of the walls looked like that of the keep in Japhar. Had I been carried all the way back? How long had I been out?

Rising to my feet, I examined my clean tunic and leggings. Worn boots, well cared for but not my own, were set to one side. I was about to pull them on until I saw Shard propped against the wall, still buckled to my belt. Priorities. I stepped over, was in the process of pulling it on when the door opened and a brutal thug of a man lowered his head to step inside.

I stepped back. The man’s sheer presence was like taking a mailed fist to the face. He was massive, deep of chest, broad of shoulder, his body draped in thick black chainmail, his gloved fists as large as ham hocks, but it was his face that grabbed my attention and held it.

He had the face of someone who’d spent four decades fighting. Taken wounds, taken scars, weathered years of sun and rain, weathered innumerable losses and victories both. It was a blunt and battered visage, the nose broken more times than I could count, the eyes flat and hard like the tops of railroad spikes. Mouth a harsh line. Maybe in another lifetime he might have been handsome, but all softness, all care, all appeal had been beaten out of him. It was the face of a war machine, a killer, someone who had survived a lifetime of danger and fighting, had seen the worst that the world had to offer and kept on trudging, uncaring, toward his goals.

From the brutal hound’s head emblazoned in crimson on the black tabard that hung down his front, I guessed him to be a Dog Soldier. 

No, scratch that. Dog Warmaster Garvid.

His iron gaze flicked up and down my length, bored into my face. He frowned, and when he spoke his voice was akin to a shovelful of gravel being thrown down a rusted metal pipe. “Who the fuck are you?”

“Not a Dog Priest of the Obsidian Collar,” I said, resuming the act of buckling on Shard.

He folded his massive forearms over his barrel chest, looked down his broken beak of a nose at me. “Answer the bloody question.”

God damn, the sheer authority behind his words made me wonder if he wasn’t wielding psyche-imperium.

“Name’s Noah Kilmartin.” Quick decision: break the illusion and say I was from outside the manifold? No, the Warmaster simply wouldn’t believe me. At worst, he’d think me mad. “It was expedient to tell the battle sisters I was a Dog Priest. We were in a high-pressure situation. There was no time to get into it.”

“There’s time now,” said Garvid. “And impersonating a Dog is a capital punishment. Make your explanation a good one.”

“Sure.” Sat on the edge of my bed and picked up my first boot. “I’m a friend of Valeria’s, a battle sister from Iozefa’s kincircle.” The lie came to me as I spoke. “I’d made my way south from the capital to the imperial way station, thinking I could help out in Japhar. Ran into her there while she was delivering her message, decided to lend a hand. Glad I did - her kincircle was about to be wiped out by babashti. We cleared the demons, then I decided it expedient to fly here with one of her critically wounded sisters and bring help. There wasn’t any time to get into formal introductions, and to be honest, using the Dog Priest title got the results we needed. We met up with Valeria and her sisters just as they were about to be killed by a shoxar.”

I pulled on my second boot, Garvid scrutinizing me the whole time, expression betraying nothing so much as annoyance and suspicion. “I think I killed the shoxar before passing out. Using that much magic took a toll. You hear if the battle sisters made it back here with me?”

“They did,” Garvid allowed, tone grudging. “General consensus is that they survived because of your intervention. The back-up kincircle arrived a minute after you fell, swept away the second shoxar and the remaining babashti. No casualties.”

“Second shoxar?” That caught my attention. “Hot damn. I didn’t even see it.”

“Of course not.” His impatience deepened. “It stayed outside the radius of the spiritsight torches.”

“Makes sense. I’ve only killed one before, and it was a master at hiding. Shadow magic, right?” I laced up my boot and then stood. “Glad it all worked out.”

“Who the fuck are you, Noah Kilmartin?” His voice was a basso rumble, his annoyance and curiosity clearly at war. “You speak of killing shoxar like others might hunting a boar. You fly in bearing a near dead battle sister, bow your head to fucking Lashanti, and then lead a successful rescue mission against all odds. There’s never been a more popular Dog Priest with the battle sisters, and even the Mother Superior is asking to meet you.”

I spread my hands, smiled apologetically. “Noah Kilmartin, like I said. Private wizard. I’ve been a recluse up till now. Working on my magic. Thought it high time to join the war effort.”

“I’m going to have to take off your head,” rumbled Garvid, rubbing at his chin. “You’ve publicly staked a claim at impersonating an Obsidian Collar. There’s no greater crime. But if I do that, I’ll be depriving our forces of a much-needed magic user as well as stirring up an outcry amongst the battle sisters and the keep Immortals who are all jabbering about you as if you were Kentarsh the Golden come again.”

“There’s another option,” I said. “Make me an honorary Dog Priest.”

Garvid let out a sharp bark of incredulous laughter. 

“I’m serious. That way you avoid this whole mess. Keep the favor I’ve earned with the Mother Superior, use my magic to your advantage, and avoid looking like a monster for executing the hero of the hour. Look. This isn’t my first siege.” And it wasn’t, though there was no need to mention that last time I was on the attacking side. “Morale is key. You just lost the third wall. This situation is fucked. Even with the Devil’s Courtyard, you’re having trouble holding back the enemy. The last thing you need to do is stir up internal controversy, right?”

Garvid continued rubbing at his stubbled jaw, eyes narrowed. Listening.

“So make me an honorary Dog Priest. Use me. Odds are I’ll be dead inside a week anyway, right? But think on how many more shoxar I can kill in that time.”

“Fuck,” said Garvid, dropping his hand and shaking his head in disgust. And only then did I see how bone tired he was. How deep the lines that were carved into his weathered face, how sunken his eyes. “Yes, we can use you. No, I don’t want to get into another shouting match with the Mother Superior. But hear me well, Noah Kilmartin: you broke one of our cardinal laws when you claimed the honor of a Dog Priest mantle. You will pay for that crime, if not today, then some day down the road. You are not absolved of your sin. Your punishment is merely delayed.”

“Sounds good,” I said. “Thank you. And my apologies. I didn’t know I was breaking such an important law. I’d not have done so if I had.”

“Didn’t know,” said Garvid. “Get the fuck out of here.”

“Like I said, serious recluse. Food delivered, private estate, raised by private tutors, never went out. But my apology stands and is sincere. I accept your terms, and will accept your punishment when it comes. But for now, I’m proud to be an Obsidian Collar Dog Priest.”

Garvid hawked and spat. “What’s the world coming to. Fine. But that means you’re under my command. You don’t obey me, I’ll punish you like any other of my people. You’re no longer a free citizen. You’re a fucking Dog Soldier, and that means something. In private, in public, you’ll only address me as Warmaster. As an Obsidian Collar you’re not embedded in any one regiment, but are assigned where and when as needed. You don’t disobey orders. You don’t improvise and improve on orders. You don’t question orders. All you do is execute orders, when and where they’re given.”

Warmaster Garvid leaned forward, hands on hips, brow lowering, glowering at me with such intensity that I took a step back. “You understand, Dog Priest?”

“Yes, Warmaster,” I said, doubting the wisdom of what I’d just undertaken. “Should I, ah, salute?”

He grinned at me mirthlessly. “We don’t fucking salute. We’re not immortals. And we don’t fucking bow our heads to Lashanti, either. I hear you doing that shit again, I’ll tear your testicles off and shove them up Lashanti’s ass. We clear?”

“Yes, Warmaster.”

“Good.” He seemed reluctant to stop frowning, as if I reeked of something he couldn’t put out of his mind. “Now. Tell me your capabilities.”

“Decent with the blade. I’ve opened and bonded with three sanskaras: Muladhara, Svadhisthana, and Manipura. I’m not sure exactly which circle I’m at with each of them -”

“What the fuck are you blathering about? Sanskaras?”

“I… yes? The, ah, sources of power? There’s seven of them?”

His brow lowered so that his sunken eyes almost disappeared. “You talking about the Seven Marks of Divinity?”

“I… could be? That what you call them?”

“That’s what everybody calls them. Where by the Dog God were you raised?”

“Very reclusive estate. Super reclusive. Like, nobody else was allowed in there. Just me and my butler. And… a maid. Who never left either. Pretty lonely. I guess.”

Garvid’s glare could have bored holes into a sheet of steel. “Just tell me what you can actually do.”

“Fly. Increase my strength and physical abilities. Throw lightning. Make myself very, ah, compelling? To women? And throw blasts of gold light from my blade here. Cuts things in half.”

“Flight and strength. Lightning. Personal charisma. Those would be Kaatesh, Ampharos, and Dasaalt. Sufficient to qualify for Obsidian. This blade of yours. Let me see it.”

I hesitated for but a fraction of a second. Decided that if Garvid tried to confiscate it I’d hit him with enough lightning to burst his eyes out of his head, and handed Shard over.

Garvid drew a foot of steel from the scabbard and grunted. “Never seen a sword like it. Exquisite. Family heirloom?”

“Yes,” I said, taking it back with relief. “Precisely.”

“Very well.” He palmed his face, rubbing the base of his palm into one hand, and straightened his spine. “The Mother Superior’s asked to meet you. Much as I’d like to tell her to fuck herself with a splintery stick, it’s probably best to just comply and get it over with. But first, we’ll get you uniformed and introduced to the other Dogs. Let’s go.”

“Yes, Warmaster,” I said. There was nothing else in the little chamber for me to collect, so I followed him out the door into a narrow hallway. The air here was cool, nearly damp, the hallway narrow so that Garvid’s shoulders brushed against either wall. 

“May I ask some questions,” I said, following just behind the huge man.

“You may.”

“How many defenders are in Japhar?”

“Hard to say. I’d guess around ten thousand.”

“Ten thousand?” I let out a low whistle. “That makes me feel a little better.”

“There were fifteen thousand only two weeks ago. We took grievous casualties when we lost the third wall. It fell before we were prepared.”

“Ah. Chances of reinforcements?”

“Those have been trickling in, but in insufficient numbers to make a difference. Especially now that the babashti have crossed the higher passes and made their way into the inner lands. It’s hard for armed groups to reach us without being destroyed.”

“Then… if the babashti can circumvent Japhar, why aren’t they doing just that? Skipping this siege to go straight to the capital?”

Garvid stopped, turned, glowered at me. “You don’t get it. The demons aren’t like normal men. Their goal is the destruction of our world. To them, Japhar is as important as the capital, as important as any hamlet, any fleeing group of refugees. Where the light of humanity burns they seek to quench it. They’ll not stop till Japhar is ground into gravel, and only then will they turn their might to the next target. And the next. And the next.”

Such was his ire that I actually clenched my jaw. All I could do was give a jerky nod. Garvid studied me a moment longer, then led on, deeper into the keep. It turned out I’d been recovering underground; the keep had six subterranean levels, most of them filled with supplies and food stores, but the first one was given over to the Dogs. 

We didn’t stay long. Just long enough for me to get a sense of the men and women who were to be my new companions. Where the battle sisters had given off the impression of a Cross Fit gym turned into a battle nunnery, the Dogs’ quarters was a bleak altar to a hound-headed woman five sets of breasts down her chest and stomach. A figurine of her wielding a lash and morning star in each hand was set up in each small dormitory I peered into, and dominated the main hall, rising up and carved from raw obsidian, her frame so edged with wickedly sharp ridges that I didn’t see how you could touch her form without slashing open your fingers.

The men and women were brutal and hard, just like Garvid. I saw no softness, no doubts, heard no laughter, felt no warmth. Where the battle sisters had been monuments to physical perfection, each woman a sculpted testament to the strength and grace of the feminine body, the Dogs came in all shapes and sizes. All of them shared the same dead-eyed stare, however, the kind of look I’d seen once before: in Victor’s crusade toward the end of our march on the Black Tower.

It was the stare of men and women who’d been asked to do too much, for too long, and managed to do so only at the expense of their humanity. 

There had to be some fifty individuals on the floor, and Garvid summoned them all by punching the shit out of a bronze gong in the main hall. Everyone filtered in, some smoking pipes, others still wiping oiled rags over daggers, some munching mechanically on hanks of dried beef or sipping cups of what smelled like coffee.

“Attend me, Dogs.” Garvid’s voice was that of an Old Testament prophet. “This is Priest Kilmartin of the Obsidian Collar. Newly inducted. He doesn’t know shit about our order, but he took down a shoxar two days ago by himself and is going to do a hell of a lot more damage to Lilith over the coming days.”

“Warmaster, he the one who bowed his head to Lashanti?” asked a lean woman, half her scalp shaved to the skin to display the complex tapestry of tattoos that descended her neck to disappear beneath her collar.

“He is.” And a ripple of sneers passed over the crowd, eyes growing hooded, distaste becoming palpable. “But he’s learned the errors of his ways.” Garvid clearly had no time for this. “Treat him with the respect his rank deserves, and tolerate his stupidity as he catches up to speed.”

And for all their obvious distaste, everyone nodded without hesitation.

“Haru, get him geared up. Kilmartin, come to my chambers when you’re ready. We’ll get this audience with the Mother Superior cleared away before assigning you to a wall shift.”

Haru emerged from the crowd, and I couldn’t help but stare - half the man’s head was grayed out and fractured like dirty street ice that had been stomped into shards. His eye was missing, the hair fallen out, the skin ashen and gritty.

How the fuck was he still alive?

The rest of his face was plenty animated, however; he sneered at me, disdain pulling at the healthy half of his features. “If you’ll follow me, Priest Kilmartin.” His voice was stiff, halting, as if he’d had to relearn how to speak and not gotten it quite right.

“Lead… on,” I managed, gathering my composure. 

The same side of his body had also been affected; he limped past me and through an archway, down a short hall and into a supply room. Weapons were propped against one wall, while uniforms were folded on shelves along the other. Boots, belts, daggers, sheathes, scabbards, backpacks, coils of rope, medical kits - everything you could want was here, neatly folded and stowed away.

“I’m the quartermaster,” said Haru, voice still as strange and broken. “Whatever you need, you come to me. Don’t take my stuff without asking. Now. Let me look at you.”

I stood still as he circled, tugging at my shirt, frowning at the length of my pants, then moved over to a shelf and drew out a new pair of black pants, a black tunic, a crimson tabard, and a thick crimson cloak. He uncoiled a black belt, grunted as he leaned over to take up a pair of new black boots, and with obvious effort piled it all up on a bench. 

“You can pick what weapons you want,” he said. “But this should suffice. For now.”

“Thank you, quartermaster,” I said. “Shall I…?”

“Up to you if you want to keep the Warmaster waiting.”

“Gotcha.” I quickly changed my outfit. The clothing was of the best quality; the belt freshly oiled; the tunic and pants made of thick, worsted wool; the boots supple and shin high, with a buckled strap at the top to keep it snug against the calf. 

“Here. Under the tabard.” With a scowl Haru knelt by a large chest with great difficulty, opened it, and pulled out a shirt of chainmail. I hesitated, unsure if I should offer him a hand back up, but decided not to. Haru was such that I could see him literally snapping at my fingers. 

The chain was beautifully made. The links were tightly meshed, the metalwork of the highest order, thick enough to stop most sword thrusts. I struggled to pull it on, then spent a few minutes tugging it into place, pulling the links free of where they’d snagged on my tunic. The crimson tabard went over it, hiding the chain but for the sleeves, and I smoothed down the black hound’s head over my chest. Took up the heavy cloak, swirled it about my shoulders, and fastened it with a black hound head brooch.

And I have to admit. Wearing all that new, heavy gear, all of it oiled and well cut, thick and of the highest quality, made me feel like something of a badass. It was a pretty wicked uniform; the crimson and black motif was stark and impacting, and the fearsome hound’s head across my chest was intimidating as hell. 

“Here,” said Haru, rifling through a much smaller chest on a shelf. “Put this on. Sign of your rank.” He drew forth an obsidian rectangle, and pinned it to my shoulder. “You know the way to the Warmaster’s office? Head down the hall to the main chamber, second alcove, door at the end.”

“Thank you, quartermaster.”

He sneered at me. “You’re oh so welcome, Priest.”

Garvid was taking a report from two other Dogs when I arrived, so I waited outside his door till they were done. Something about a planned assassination on one of the Lilith commanders, and how hard it had been to identify anybody who filled that role. When they left, he caught sight of me, rose, drained his cup of steaming something or other, belted his blade to his hip - a massive cleaver at least a yard long that you could have used to chop a horse in half - and led me wordlessly higher into the keep.

We climbed to the third floor, and only when we stepped out onto the carpeted hall did he rumble something at me. “Keep your trap shut unless asked a direct question. Don’t fucking praise Lashanti. And don’t do anything that I’ll have to punish you for later.”

“Yes, Warmaster,” I said.

We soon emerged into the broad atrium with its gorgeously tessellated stone floor. Chandeliers of spiritsight candles washed everything with a lavender hue, imparting upon the gathered officials and officers a dreamlike languor. 

Garvid’s arrival drew all eyes; a couple of Dogs immediately broke away from the conversations they were having to approach.

“Warmaster,” said the first, a stern man whose face had all the softness of a granite cliff. Iron hair shaved close, his mouth little more than a slit, he looked like he’d been birthed in a slag oven. 

The second Dog was a surprisingly young woman, handsome and grave, her black hair pulled back into a thick French braid, a pair of rectangular glasses perched on her aquiline nose. That, when coupled with the firm set of her mouth and steely gaze, imparted her a sense of control and strength of will that belied her early years.

“Report,” said Garvid, already impatient. 

“No developments since this morning. The fourth wall holds, though we’re taking grievous casualties. The Immortals have reduced wall shifts to ten minutes, but the rapid turn around is only causing confusion. The Mother Superior still resists our urging to withdraw to the second wall.”

“Of course. This is Priest Kilmartin, recent inductee into our glorious ranks. To everyone else, he’s a long-standing member whose arrival we expected.”

Both Dogs turned their attention to me, and both were clearly less than impressed. I didn’t blame them. I didn’t look like I’d been fighting for my life since I was three.

“The Dog that nodded to Lashanti,” said the woman, voice surprisingly deep.

“First and last time,” said Garvid. “Kimmora, tell the chancellor to announce us. The sooner we can get back to our work the better.”

Kimmora nodded, turned on her heel, and strode to the double doors, where she spoke with a young man dressed in white and gold robes, his shock of jet curls contrasting all the greater with his pallid face.

“Why retreat to the second wall?” I asked. “Better chances of holding less real estate.”

“Precisely,” said Garvid, only partially listening to me. He was examining the crowd, eyes narrowed. 

“And the Mother Superior’s argument against falling back?”

It was the other Dog that spoke. “Fear of the enemy mounting an overwhelming attack to crush our last line of defense. She believes that the larger walls keep the babashti at an even temper.”

The chancellor nodded and gestured to us.

“Here we go,” said Garvid. “Kilmartin: trap shut.”

The four of us entered through the double doors into a glorious hexagonal chamber beyond. The walls were painted with hauntingly beautiful frescoes, each framed by a golden archway as if we were being vouchsafed visions of other worlds through their portals. A vast chandelier bled lavender light upon a hexagonal table, and with a shock I recognized it as a smaller sister of the one in Bastion on which the Tree of Life was inscribed, the spheres and their lines surrounded by countless runes. 

Around this table stood the notables of Japhar; courtiers, officers from the Immortals, battle sisters, and the Mother Superior herself. I’d expected something along the lines of a female pope, all dressed in cardinals robes and perhaps with a big hat, but the reality was shockingly different.

She couldn’t have been much more than eighteen years old, and her eyes, good god, they were raw, vivid windows to her soul, large and luminous, expressive beyond anything I’d ever seen, and filled with such a profound wisdom and sadness that I felt a sense of the sublime as her gaze fell upon me. Brown hair cut short like that of a boy’s, her features were plain, seeming to fade out of focus behind those piercing eyes. Clad only in functional chainmail belted at the waist, her hands raw, nails cut short, she was an incongruous figure amongst all the generals, commanders, and massive battle sisters.

Yet somehow she stood as the center of the whole room, her presence enormous, dwarfing even Garvid’s, a stillness, a silence, a centered focus that caused her to be the nexus of all attention even as she simply stood on the far side of the great table, broad lips pursed.

I tore my gaze away to see Valeria standing with Kirilla off to one side. I knew her well enough to immediately sense that she was conflicted; delighted to see me, yet furious about something else, so that her smile was like seeing a glimpse of the sun through parting storm clouds.

Conversations stilled, people turned toward us as we strode up to the far side of the table, and there Garvid inclined his head in grudging respect. “Mother Superior.”

“Warmaster.” Her voice was soft, almost distracted. 

“As requested, I have brought Dog Priest Kilmartin.” Garvid was nothing if not to the point. He stepped aside, gesturing to me, and suddenly I was struck by indecision - was bowing to the Mother Superior as fraught with implications as nodding to Lashanti?

But when the Mother Superior’s gaze fell upon me my hesitations evaporated. Those eyes. Whereas those of the Dogs below had seemed guttered and dead from a lifetime of seeing the worst, something about the Mother Superior’s eyes made me think she’d seen the worst but still retained her compassion, that, if anything, her compassion for humanity had only deepened as the result of experiencing the worst. 

My heart thudding in my chest, I bowed at the waist. 

“It is good to meet you, Dog Priest Kilmartin.” Her words were soft, but the fact that they were addressed just to me made them seem to echo within the confines of my soul. Good lord, what kind of power did she wield to shake me with just a salutation? Psyche-imperium? Svadhisthana? Neither seemed the right fit: I felt neither compulsion nor amorous arousal. But still I felt rocked to my core, as if I were being gifted a rare visitation from some celestial being. 

“Battle Sister Valeria has spoken highly of you.” She continued as if unaware of the effect she was having on me. “You are responsible for saving her kincircle twice over, and I am happy to say that due to your efforts Sister Barilla will survive her infection. You have my thanks, and that of Lashanti as well.”

Garvid stiffened so by my side that his armor creaked like thick ice being stepped on. 

“You do me too much honor, Mother Superior,” I said, giving thanks that my voice didn’t crack or break. “I cannot speak highly enough of Sister Valeria. I would do all that I did a thousand times over if it helped her and your sisters in any way.”

Probably not the wisest thing to say, but fuck, it was true. The closest I’d ever come to meeting someone with this level of presence was Blindness back in Ghogiel, and even he paled in comparison to this woman’s sheer, raw charisma. 

And all she was doing was standing there.

She smiled, and my heart actually fluttered. I mean that literally - I felt a flicker of motion within my chest as my pulse momentarily skipped a beat. 

“You are too kind, Dog Priest. I pray that such efforts are not needed.”

I bowed my head once more and stepped back. Stared over the Mother Superior’s shoulder at nothing, very intent on not meeting Garvid’s gaze.

“Warmaster,” she said, turning her attention away from me. “Your scion has been pressing your case for falling back to the second wall.”

And so began an earnest discussion on the merits and dangers of following that course of action. I was able to drift back, away from the table, and after a few minutes Valeria joined me against the far wall, both of us ignored.

“You’re well,” she said, standing beside me and looking straight ahead. “Thank the Source. I’ve been trying to visit you in your recovery cell, but the boundaries between Dogs and battle sisters might as well be the walls of Japhar.”

“No kidding. Why do our two groups hate each other so much?”

“Braxar the Hound was the empire’s defender until he was supplanted by Lashanti four hundred years ago. It’s complicated, but the Dogs blame us for their deity’s fall.” She glanced sidelong at me. “You’re one in truth, now?”

“I convinced Garvid it was more convenient to promote me than cut off my head. Luckily, he agreed.”

“Good. Though it’ll complicate our working together. I should have thought ahead, but - never mind.”

“What is it?” The tension was fairly boiling off her. “You look really pissed for just having seen me.”

“Sorry.” She took a deep breath. “I’m just… frustrated. Tomorrow the babashti erupt behind the fourth wall and kill everyone. We’ll lose over half our people. It’s a loss we never recover from. I know where those tunnels are now. I know exactly where the babashti will come out. But nobody’s listening to me. Kirilla was willing to hear me out, but the Mother Superior refuses. She doesn’t believe I’ve received a vision from Lashanti, and yes, she’s right, but - I need to explain this to her, get her to agree.”

I rubbed at my jaw. Garvid was leaning on the great table, explaining loudly and irately as if to a child why the Mother Superior should trust his military expertise. “Maybe I can convince Garvid to look into it.”

Valeria grimaced. “Maybe. But I want to be the one who destroys them.”

I studied her out of the corner of my eye. Thus far our whispering had gone unnoticed. I couldn’t risk turning to face her full-on, though. “Valeria. You know none of this is real.”

“I - I know.” She lowered her gaze, frowned.

“Whether the fourth wall falls tomorrow or not inside the manifold, the real fourth wall fell years ago. Right?”

She struggled, forced a nod.” Yes. I know. I really do. But we’re here. And everyone… my kincircle, my friends, my family - they feel so real, Noah.” The pain in her voice was heart-wrenching. “I know how they all die. Saw many of them die. Failed to protect them. To save them. I’ve… I’ve had to live with those failures ever since. But if I can make a difference here? Even if it’s not real? Even if it changes nothing in the real world? It’ll mean something to me. It’ll be… healing. I think. I hope.”

I absorbed that, sucked on my teeth, then nodded. “Yeah. I can see that.”

“Seeing Iozefa die again. Feeling so powerless all over. Then trying to get to Japhar, leading my kincircle, women I grew up with who should have died with Iozefa - only to fail, and need you to save us, my ax falling apart in my hands - it’s been hard, Noah.” She was staring straight ahead, voice tense. “I want to make a difference here. I don’t want to be saved, or depend on you to do everything. I want to make a difference. But they won’t let me. Jana - our Mother Superior - won’t let me. And I can’t watch everyone be massacred again. Relive that horror. Not when I can change things.”

I wasn’t sure what to say. I understood where she was coming from. Everyone here seemed so real. They weren’t two-dimensional shadows. Hell, just the way I was responding to Jana made her feel more real than almost anybody else I’d ever met. 

“Was she like this, Jana? The real one?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, voice bitter. “Just like this. Ilena, the previous Mother Superior, died five months ago, her convoy ambushed by babashti. The process of normally finding a new Mother Superior can take years, but Jana - she started performing miracles the night Ilena died. Said Lashanti spoke to her, appeared in her dreams, and told her to take up the mantle. The past five months have been… incredible. In so many ways. If Jana didn’t die three months from now, if somehow we’d defeated Lilith, who knows what she might have accomplished. The legend she’d have left in her wake. But no. She’s captured in the capital, and taken back to Lilith’s camp.”

I shuddered, staring at the Mother Superior. The thought of her capture was enough to send chills down my spine. “What happened to her?”

“We assumed she died. We hoped she died.” Tears appeared in Valeria’s eyes. “I have to do something, Noah. I can’t watch helplessly while it all happens again.”

Garvid threw up his arms as Jana began to calmly and methodically rebut his every point.

“But what can you do?” I asked. “If she won’t listen to you?”

“We’ve no time,” said Valeria, not hearing me. Her face was stricken. What memories were she reliving? Five thousand men and women were going to die tomorrow - what would that even look like? “We’ve no time for any of this. We need to prepare for the ambush tonight. I can’t wait to reason with everyone. By the time I do they’ll all be dead.”

“Valeria,” I said, not liking her tone of voice. “What are you saying?”

“If I don’t act, who will? I’m their only chance. Five thousand souls depend on me. I can’t let them down.” Her face was turning vacant, her eyes staring out at nothing. She wasn’t even speaking to me. “I must act. I have no choice. I must.”

“Valeria,” I began, but she stepped forward, evading my hand.

“Jana.” Valeria’s voice cut through the Mother Superior’s speech. Her tone, shaking and intense, immediately drew everyone’s eye. 

“Battle Sister Valeria?” Jana blinked in confusion. “What is it?”

“I challenge you to the Trial of Transubstantiation”

Hisses of shock came from the other Battle Sisters, and I saw Garvid blanche. What the fuck was Valeria doing? I wanted to step forward, intervene, but I was a Dog Priest now. I knew I had no authority, no say in this matter.

Jana drew herself up, confusion giving way to grave concern. A single vertical line appeared between her brows. “The Trial of Transubstantiation? Now?”

“You can’t be serious,” burst out Kirilla, taking two steps forward. “Valeria! Have you lost your mind? The walls are near falling, Japhar in grave peril, and you invoke that right now?”

“It is because Japhar is in great peril that I invoke it!” Valeria’s eyes flashed as she took another step forward. “All praise to the Mother Superior, but in our hour of greatest need she is failing us all. Tomorrow five thousand will die, torn to shreds from behind, and our defenses cast into disarray. If she agrees to investigate my claims, I’ll rescind my challenge. If not - well. The Trial will be invoked in full.”

“You have had no vision from Lashanti,” said Jana, voice firm. “I know this. Thus I can only conclude your knowledge comes from elsewhere, and thus will not act on it.”

“Please,” said Valeria, voice almost breaking. “Please, Jana. I don’t want to do this. Please listen to me. It’s a simple matter to verify my claims. The tunnels come up behind the fourth wall. I know the ground seems solid, but if we dig five, ten yards down -”

“No,” said Jana. “I have communed with Lashanti herself, and she has not spoken to me of this.” 

“Then I invoke the Trial,” said Valeria. “And I do so with more remorse than you can imagine. But I’ll not let this opportunity to defend Japhar pass me by. Do you accept?”

“I have no choice,” said Jana, smile mirthless. “The Trial is as ancient as it is hallowed. You would do this now?”

“Valeria!” This from another battle sister, the older woman who greeted me outside the double doors last time. “Stop this madness! Jana’s ascension to Mother Superior has been blessed by Lashanti herself! What by all that is holy do you think you’re doing?”

“What I must. Yes. Now.”

“Very well.” Jana ran her hands down the front of her chainmail. “Then let the will of Lashanti guide the outcome.”

Garvid and the other two Dogs retreated to where I stood.

“What the hell did you say to her?” Kimmora’s voice was a lethal hiss. 

“Actually? Nothing.” I wanted them to leave me alone. To think. This was a hinge moment, something was happening here that was deeply woven into Valeria’s trial within the manifold, but how? In what way? I could deeply sympathize with her desire to help, to prevent the tragedy that was beginning to take place -

“You were speaking of something,” said Garvid. “What?”

“What? She was telling me of what happened since I fell unconscious.” 

I ignored their scowls. Could I even intervene at this point? Jana was making her way toward the other Battle Sisters, Valeria standing alone, defiant. 

“Can this Trial be stopped?” I asked.

Garvid sneered. “What business is it of ours?”

“Theoretically speaking. We’re at war, aren’t we? Say we Dogs decided such a shake-up was bad for the whole war effort.”

Kimmora shook her head. “We’re Dogs, Kilmartin. We’ve no say in the affairs of the Lashanti lovers.”

I couldn’t pull Valeria aside. Not with so many eyes on her. Not dressed as I was. Damn the camps we’d fallen into! Could replacing Jana imperil Valeria in any way? I tried to figure it out, couldn’t see how an illusory position of power could harm her in the real world. None of this was real, yet - or was the danger that Jana would kill her? 

I turned to Kimmora. “Is the Trial lethal?”

“I’ve never heard of it before now.”

Great. 

Jana conferred briefly with the other sisters, then turned to face Valeria. “As is the custom, I shall choose my second first. I choose Xiomara.”

“I accept.” The older battle sister who’d guarded the front doors moved to Jana’s side, expression hostile. “Good luck finding anyone who will second your challenge, Valeria.”

“I don’t think that will be a problem.” Valeria placed her hands on her hips and raised her chin. “If I recall the scriptures correctly, the exact wording calls for the second to be summoned from the ranks of the holy. Thus I nominate Noah Kilmartin, Dog Priest of Braxar, to act as my second.”

Garvid let out a grunt of surprise as every battle sister in the room turned to stare at me in shock.

“Ridiculous!” said Xiomara. “A Dog? You challenge Jana with the support of a Dog Priest?”

“Agreed,” rumbled Garvid. “None of mine shall take part in this madness.”

“That’s my call to make,” I said, passing Garvid to move up beside Valeria. “If I qualify, I’ll be her second.”

If my nomination had shocked everyone, my acceptance was like a blow to the back of the head. Everyone gaped at me.

“This is not allowed,” hissed Xiomara. “To think you’d dare -”

“Peace,” said Jana, raising one hand. “She is correct. The scriptures only require that the second be of a holy order. Noah is a Dog, and thus he qualifies.”

“But Mother Superior -” began Xiomara.

“The matter is settled,” said Jana firmly. “The outcome lies in Lashanti’s hands. Have faith, sister.”

Xiomara subsided with a scowl.

“Dog Priest Kilmartin,” rasped Garvid, his outrage palpable. “Get the fuck over here.”

“My apologies, Warmaster. No.” I won’t deny that my heart was pounding. A lot of very powerful people were glaring in outrage. But I’d be fucked if I abandoned Valeria now. 

Garvid’s face darkened but he stepped back as well. Apparently, what I was doing was technically allowed. I’d have hell to pay after. 

I’d deal with it then.

“Never has a man witnessed the Trial of Transubstantiation,” another battle sister said. “This is unheard of.”

“Let us proceed to Lashanti’s Hall,” said Jana. “The sooner this challenge is dealt with the better.”

The battle sisters filed out through a side door, their Mother Superior in the lead, with Valeria and I bringing up the rear.

“What the fuck are you doing?” I whispered to Valeria as soon as we’d left Garvid’s furious scowl behind.

“Taking matters into my own hands,” said Valeria, and then reached for my hand and squeezed. “I’m terrified, but it feels right.”

We were making our way down a long hallway which I saw ended in a set of stairs. 

“But - challenging Jana? What’s this challenge about? Are you in danger?”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “But it came to me. I know what my trial here in the manifold is. I’m being tested on whether I can stand up for myself, for what I believe to be true. Or whether I’ll be silent and allow the crimes of the past to relive themselves. But I won’t be silent. I won’t be passive. I’ll do whatever it takes to right those wrongs.”

Was she right? Was this the test? If so, it was one that she was throwing herself at with enthusiasm. “And the trial?”

“Lashanti is a martial goddess. She defends the empire. We’ll fight till one of us concedes.”

I still felt like I was out at sea. “Valeria, this is all happening so fast. I don’t understand. How can anybody challenge the Mother Superior like this in a time of war?”

Valeria gave me an apologetic smile. “I know - thank you for backing me up.”

I snorted. “As if I wouldn’t.”

“The Trial of Transubstantiation is an exceedingly holy occurrence - it’s only happened three times in the entire history of our order, which stretches back many centuries. The challenger must believe Lashanti wants them to challenge, and have been visited by her in a dream or vision. Nobody would dare make the challenge without divine guidance, which is why it almost never happens, and why, when it does, it must be seen through.”

“Lashanti came to you?”

“No, of course not. But I stopped believing in her when all my sisters died and my nation fell. I don’t believe she exists.” Valeria’s voice was beyond bleak. “My faith died a long time ago. So I’ve no problem using her name to back this move if it results in saving the lives of thousands.”

I licked my lower lip. “I don’t know. This all seems… out of control.”

“That’s where you’re wrong. You have to trust me. I’m perfectly in control. I know exactly what I’m doing. I’ll defeat Jana, reveal the ambush tunnels, stop the wells from being poisoned - we’ll turn the tide of battle. I’ll turn the tide of battle. This won’t be like last time. I’ll make a difference.”

Her voice was driven, fierce. 

There was nothing left for me to say. I had to trust her. 

The stairs opened up in the cathedral-like room in which I’d seen the battle sisters before. A score of them were present, clearly recently returned from the wall, tending to battered armor, notched weapons, and wincing and hissing as they cleaned out wounds and bandaged them.

At Jana’s entrance they bolted to their feet and placed a fist over their heart.

Jana strode into the center of the great room and turned to face us. “I will be brief and dispense with ceremony. There is no time for ritual. Valeria has challenged me to the Trial of Transubstantiation. I have, of course, accepted. Before Lashanti’s sacred statue we will duel for the title of Mother Superior, and who has Lashanti’s blessing.”

Shocked whispers broke out across the ranks of battle sisters. 

“I’ll ask you one last time,” said Jana. “Are you sure you want to undergo this trial, Valeria?”

Who raised her chin and stepped forward. “Absolutely. Lashanti has visited me and compelled me to challenge you. I must correct the direction we’re heading, or untold calamity will be visited upon our order.”

Angry mutters, expressions of disbelief, but nobody contested her.

“Very well,” said Jana. “Then let us begin the duel. We shall fight until one of us concedes. The winner shall emerge as the Mother Superior, and all shall bend knee to her and Lashanti’s wisdom. As the challenged party, I have the right to pick the weapons used, and choose the staff.”

Immediately battle sisters hurried to the weapon racks and fetched two staves, each bandaged in the center for better grip, their ends capped with hard iron. 

Hot damn. One blow from one of those could break a bone, shatter a jaw. 

Jana never took her eyes off Valeria. She unbuckled her belt and raised her arms so that Xiomara could help lift her chainmail up over her head, and then extended her arm to the side to receive her staff. 

Xiomara buckled Jana’s belt back around her waist, cinching up the hem of her white woolen shift so that it rode mid-thigh. 

I helped Valeria with her own chainmail, tugging it up and away, and then buckled her belt around her waist in turn. I took her staff from the battle sister - it was light, its length springy, and handed it to Valeria.

Xiomara and I stepped back, merging with the circle that had formed around both competitors.

They couldn’t have been more dissimilar. Jana was slight, of medium height, her brown hair shorn close, her gaze piercing, her manner utterly confident and focused. Valeria was robust, heavily muscled, her grace that of a panther, her blonde braid hanging over one shoulder. 

If I’d known nothing about either candidate, I’d have bet a million dollars on Valeria without hesitation. 

Knowing what I did of Valeria’s skill in war, I’d probably still have made the same bet.

But Jana. That was the unknown factor in this equation. She seemed utterly unworried by the mismatch. Her intensity was such that the world seemed to bleed away into nothingness behind those eyes, the air around her face shimmering like the exhaust from a jet fighter’s engine. 

Heart thudding, I watched as they bowed to each other and began to circle. How lethal was Jana? What powers did a Mother Superior possess? How brutal was this fight going to prove?

I glanced at Xiomara and saw her expression of gloating disdain. She’d absolutely no doubt as to the outcome of this fight, and with that my stomach sank. 

Just what had Valeria gotten herself into?

 

Chapter 20

 

 

 

Valeria stepped forward to square off against Jana. I joined the circle of Battle Sisters who formed around them both, trying not to feel nervous, trying to have faith in Valeria’s prowess. 

And yet. Jana was a disconcerting figure. Slight, hair shorn, holding her bo staff artlessly, she stared at Valeria with her raw, wounded gaze that made it hard to understand how anybody could resist her will. 

Valeria spun her staff expertly and fell into a crouch. 

“The trial has begun, but even so, it is not too late for you to admit defeat,” said Jana. “We both know that Lashanti has not spoken with you. That this is heresy of the worst kind.”

Valeria’s response was to glide step forward, each end of her staff whipping forward in turn, resulting in a violent clack-clack-clack as Jana retreated before her, parrying with difficulty.

She was no warrior, the Mother Superior; that much was immediately obvious. Her blocks were clumsy if adequate, and she made no attempt to counter-attack.

Valeria’s assault was unrelenting. Jana frowned as she focused, retreating always before her, until Valeria dropped into a spinning crouch, the move so rapid and smooth that I realized she’d been building up to this moment all along, and swept Jana’s legs out from under her with a cruel blow to her heels.

The Mother Superior crashed down to the ground to the sound of numerous gasps and cries. Her own shock was evident in how she hesitated, lying there and staring up at Valeria, incredulous as to her own fall.

Yet how could she be so surprised? Valeria was so obviously the better fighter.

Lashanti, I realized. Jana had been banking on her goddess’ help. And who knew? Maybe in the real world, back when Jana had actually been alive, perhaps the goddess would have helped her. But here? Now? Lashanti, wherever or whatever she was, was clearly not paying attention.

“Yield,” said Valeria, not even out of breath.

“No.” Jana rolled over and rose into a crouch of her own, more wary now, staff held before her. “Lashanti, guide me.”

“She won’t,” said Valeria with sorrowful certainty, and attacked once more.

It was brutal. For every two blows Jana parried, a third crashed through, thundering into her ribs, battering her upper arms, or thudding into her stomach. But what the slender Mother Superior lacked in skill, she more than made up for in determination; never did the fire in her eyes flicker or go out, and always she bit back her cries of pain to square off with Valeria once more.

“You have to quit,” said Valeria. “I don’t want to hurt you further.”

“You should have thought of that before challenging me,” said Jana with a smile. “Lashanti, guide me.” And she attacked.

Bemused, Valeria backed away, allowing the Mother Superior to come at her with a score of blows, all of them easily parried. I watched Valeria’s expression carefully, and saw the exact moment that her regret hardened into resolve.

Her counter-attack was swift and brutal. The iron head of the staff cracked into Jana’s arm far harder than it had before, and we all heard the sharp, brittle snap of bone breaking.

Jana’s arm flopped to her side, her staff lowering. Sweat beaded her broad brow, and her eyes were wild now with pain and shock. 

“Surrender,” said Valeria.

“Never,” said Jana, and a slow certainty, a muted horror, began to grow within me.

Valeria pursed her lips and advanced, and in quick succession drove a dozen blows into Jana’s sides, knocking the young woman back like a rag doll. Blood spurt out over her lips, and when Valeria stepped away, she smiled at Valeria with grim amusement.

“No need to ask. The answer remains the same.”

A moan came from the gathered Battle Sisters. I saw the same horrid realization in Valeria’s eyes. 

“Knock her out,” I said. 

“I can’t,” said Valeria. “I only win by having her acquiesce.”

“Which I don’t plan to do,” said Jana. “You, however, can surrender if you’ve lost the stomach for this trial.”

“Hardly,” said Valeria, and spun her staff about, impacting the side of Jana’s knee with punishing force.

The joint shattered, and Jana went down. 

“Surrender.”

Jana rolled onto her side, attempted to rise.

Valeria broke her other arm. 

“Surrender.” 

Tears stood out in Jana’s eyes, but still she smiled and shook her head.

Valeria was finally breathing hard, though I knew it wasn’t from the exertion. Was staring down at Jana in bewildered horror. Raised her staff, lowered it, unsure.

This, I realized. This was the manifold’s test. But Valeria had been the one to set these events in motion. How was she being tested? Her resolve? Her willingness to take power? Her fear of pain?

“Surrender!” cried Valeria.

Jana’s broken smile was her only response.

With a cry Valeria brought the iron-shod tip of her staff down on the young woman’s clavicle, her other knee. She was breathing so hard now she was nearly sobbing. Jana fell back and gazed up at the ceiling, her expression serene. 

Valeria fell back. Her shoulders were rising and falling, and I could sense her panic, her disgust. I wanted to call out to her, advise her, but what should I say? Tell her to admit defeat? This Jana wasn’t real. There was nobody feeling pain. Rather, what mattered was the effect it was having on Valeria. What was worse: to win by brutalizing her memory of Jana, or to admit defeat after making a conscious attempt to take control?

“Surrender,” whispered Jana.

Valeria shouted in fury and swung her staff. Blood flew from Jana’s mouth, spattered across the floor. Valeria raised her staff high and brought it down on the woman’s face, again and again.

“Valeria!” I cried. “Enough!”

She fell back, sobbing for real now, gazing in mute revulsion at the ruined visage of the Mother Superior. 

Nobody spoke. The silence was such it seemed nobody breathed. All eyes were on Jana’s gleaming, wet face. The broken geometries of her skull. The whistling sound of her breath. 

The moment drew out. I tore my gaze away to look at Valeria, who was staring at me in supplication and panic.

I could see the words coming. Could see how they were about to tear at Valeria’s will, her spirit. The doubt, the fear, the horror.

“I… if this is Lashanti’s will,” whispered Jana. “I… surrender.”

The gathered Battle Sisters exhaled as one, and to a woman their expression was of disbelief and shock. 

It was Xiomara who acted first. Who turned to where Valeria stood, glassy eyed, and lowered herself to one knee. “Mother Superior Valeria.”

The others followed suit, until only Valeria and I were standing.

But Valeria could only stare at Jana’s ruined face. The staff fell from her fingers to clatter on the marble floor. “Take her,” said Valeria, voice strained with effort. “Heal her, immediately.”

“As you will,” said Xiomara, and four Battle Sisters moved forward to gingerly pry Jana’s broken body off the floor, to lift her and carry her away.

“Your will, Mother Superior?” asked Kirilla, voice lifeless, staring above and to the left of Valeria’s head.

“Nothing. For now. I need… Noah?” She looked to me, stretched out her hand. “Will you attend me?”

“Of course,” I said, moving forward and taking her hand in my own. The hard, evaluating stares of the Battle Sisters be damned.

“I… a moment. Please.” And Valeria pulled me away, through an arch and down a narrow hallway, through a door which she pushed closed behind us.

It was a small chamber. A single cot, an icon of Lashanti in a tiny alcove, candles at her statuette’s base.

Valeria stood with one shoulder to the door, as if expecting it to be assaulted, but stared off at nothing, eyes glassy once more with tears. “Why… I didn’t mean to - I never wanted -”

I had no words, so I stepped forward to take her by the shoulders. “What’s done is done.”

Valeria turned to me, tears overflowing and running down her cheeks. “I never imagined it would go so far - but what could I have done? Noah? What else could I have done?”

I pulled her into my arms, held her tight. “That’s not the real Jana. The real Jana is dead.”

“But my heart. My heart pounds and pounds and all I can think of is her face as I brought the staff down -” 

Valeria’s whole body shuddered, and she buried her face in my neck.

“It’s done,” I said. “I don’t know what to think. Was this what the manifold wanted? If this was the test, did you pass it or fail it?”

Valeria held me tight, not answering, until with a deep, haggard breath, she drew back. Her expression was raw, her lips bloodless. “I don’t know. But now I can change things. Save everyone. The tunnels. I’ll order the Battle Sisters to uncover them, prepare for the ambush. We’ll have to strategize how best to deal with tomorrow’s eruption - pour burning oil? Reinforce the killing floor so that they can’t break through? No - best if we use the killing floor to our advantage, clear it of everybody, and have the fourth and fifth walls ready to lay down devastating fire upon the enemy as they surge up.”

She frowned at me, her thoughts coming back to the present. “Saving thousands justifies what I did, doesn’t it, Noah?”

I spoke as softly as I could. “Those thousands aren’t real, Valeria.”

“To me they are.” Her voice broke my heart. “My memory of tomorrow is real. Has haunted me like you wouldn’t believe. To make a difference, even a symbolic one. To strike back against Lilith, even if only here, in my heart. That’s real. It’s real to me.”

“Then you did the right thing,” I said, squeezing her hands.

“But it was so…hard,” moaned Valeria, eyes tearing over, hands shaking. “I revered the real Jana like… she was… holy. Truly holy.” She looked down sharply, tears spilling down her cheeks once more. “I’d never have beaten her in a real trial. Lashanti…”

“I thought you no longer believed in Lashanti.”

“I… I don’t. Oh Noah. I don’t even know what I’m saying.”

“Gather yourself. You’ve chosen to save thousands. Let’s focus on that for now.”

“Yes.” Valeria squeezed my hands and gave a decisive nod. “Yes. We’ve little time. The demons break through at dawn. We need to summon Master Commander Ingberg and Garvid. Force them to help. It will take tremendous work, clearing the killing ground behind the fourth wall. But ah! The joy we’ll feel when the demons break through to be met only by a thousand arrows, and three seconds later a thousand more!”

I forced a smile. “Then let’s get to it.”

“Yes,” said Valeria, wiping at her cheeks. “First, I’ll address the Battle Sisters. Then we’ll summon Garvid and Ingberg to the council room.” She opened the door. “Ready?”

“Ready,” I said, holding the smile for only as long as it took for her to turn away and step back into the hallway. Heart heavy, deeply concerned, I followed after. 

The next few hours passed in a blur. I was a shadow by Valeria’s side, and watched with growing admiration as she grew into her new role. After an uncertain start in addressing her Battle Sisters, Valeria’s conviction manifested in a new air of command that brooked no denial. She spoke of the upcoming ambush with such certainty, couched her knowledge in such a convincing dream of Lashanti that by the end of her speech she had the Battle Sisters firmly on her side.

The meeting with Ingberg and Garvid was more tempestuous, but Valeria was adamant. I moved to stand once more with Garvid and the Dogs, but all I received was a glowering that promised retribution in the near future. For half an hour both men protested strenuously over Valeria’s demands that the killing field behind the fourth wall be cleared, but they, too, were awed by her ascension over Jana. Finally, they acquiesced grudgingly, couching their acceptance in terms of providing Valeria with enough rope with which to hang herself when the ambush failed to materialize.

No matter. Valeria’s victorious smile spoke volumes. I’d never seen her shine with such purpose. She was resplendent in her Mother Superior robes, robes of silver and white that Jana had eschewed, but which Valeria had donned so as to gird her new claim to the role.

With dawn but a few hours away and with no time to lose, we marched straight from the council chambers to the fifth wall, Master Commander Ingberg sending forth runners to his various commanders, and putting in motion the wheels that would clear the killing ground. 

Climbing to the top of the fifth wall, I gazed over the thirty yards of crowded turf, and understood at last the scope of the carnage that would have resulted from the ambush.

Hasty hospital pavilions had been set up, in which hundreds upon hundreds of freshly wounded men and women were being treated as they were carried down from the fourth wall. Entire regiments sat in demoralized clusters, sleeping with their heads bowed, their bodies splattered with the gore of their fellows and the enemy. Food was being dispensed from numerous tents, while endless messengers darted to and fro. 

Thousands were contained below. Not one of them ready for an attack. Worse, the fifth wall was unprepared as well; barely manned by soldiers, it would have been painfully easy to capture by the enemy, leaving the huge force on the fourth wall stranded in an ocean of demons to be devoured.

Garvid stood beside me, monolithic and huge, frowning down at the same sight. “If Valeria is correct,” he allowed at last, “then… yes. It would have been an unmitigated disaster.”

Already I could see the first signs of Ingberg’s commands taking effect. Sergeants were marching up to resting regiments and barking at them, pointing back toward the fifth wall. Doctors were entering shouting matches with other officials, obviously furious over having to move their wounded. Fresh troops were beginning to file up onto the fifth wall, their expressions confused if not outrightly dubious. Battle Sisters were filtering out through the killing field below at Valeria’s orders, reinforcing Ingberg’s commands, urging and cajoling the reluctant to hurry.

And all the while the real battle raged atop the fourth wall. It was endlessly fascinating and horrifying to watch - thousands of the Immortals struggled to hold the line, fighting furiously to hack and destroy the babashti that sprang up onto the wall, that climbed up between the crenellations. The din was muted at this distance, but ever-present, a low, grinding roar and clamor that was shot through by yells, cries for help, and the screams of the wounded and dying. 

I’d never seen a battle on such a scale. Even the siege of Peruthros seemed paltry in comparison. I couldn’t begin to count how many thousands held the great curving fourth wall, couldn’t keep track of the stream of wounded being carried down the many interior staircases set flush against the wall. Everywhere my eye rested I saw moments of mortal struggle; heroism, desperation, and brutal, unrelenting combat.

Standing there, taking it all in, I finally understood on a visceral level what Valeria had gone through. Had lived through, had seen. The sheer scope of the war she’d fought - and lost.

And understood in my bones why she would do anything to prevent that horror from washing over her land again, sweeping before it a bloody chum of the dead, destroying all in its path.

The occasional gout of fire or eruption of levenbolts punctuated the fighting, and I saw here and there Battle Sisters and Dogs amongst the Immortals, rushing to plug gaps or drive back wedges of the enemy. The thought of being commanded into that maelstrom was at once terrifying and exciting; how much of a difference could I make, flying above it all, swooping in to assist where needed with a golden arc from Shard or a blast of electricity?

“You’ll get your opportunity soon enough,” rumbled Garvid, somehow reading my mind. “I’d intended to have you up there already, but this madness of Valeria’s… well. Best keep you close, no matter the outcome. You’ve become a prized asset of ours, Noah. Being so close to the new Mother Superior, I’ll be using you as a go-between from now on.”

“I thought you’d have my head for helping her with her trial.”

“I was tempted. But battle is the mother of compromise. Ideals are the first to go when you must win at all costs. As long as Valeria holds sway over her sisters, I’ll be keeping you close. That said.” He glanced down at me. “I’m no fool, Noah. I know you’re no Dog at heart. I don’t expect blinding loyalty. But I do expect you to be of use to me. The moment that stops? There will be a reckoning.”

“Fair enough,” I said. 

“For now, let’s put your powers to good use. Dawn’s but two hours away. Fly down over the killing ground and use your rank and presence to hasten the laggards who look to be resisting Ingberg’s commands. Once everybody’s moving, come back to me here. We’ll be holding the fifth wall when the demons break through.”

“Yes, Warmaster,” I said, snapping off a salute. 

Garvid frowned at me. “What was that?”

“What, this?” I saluted again. “It’s what the military…do… in my estate?”

“Dogs salute each other with a fist over the heart.”

I did as instructed. “Better?”

“I swear.” Garvid shook his head slowly. “The longer I fight, the less certain I am that this world’s worth saving. Get out of here.”

I laughed, placed a foot between the crenellations of the fifth wall, and saw Valeria leading a kincircle of Battle Sisters toward the center of the killing ground. I leaped out into the air, reaching for Manipura as I went - and felt a sudden and appalling sense of panic.

Manipura roared to life as it had always done, but instead of streaming into its black sun, my magic flowed out everywhere, like water being poured into a sieve. Around me, iridescent coronas of metallic light flared out, fading away mere yards from me, shifting and broadening like my own aurora borealis. Barely any magic flowed into the sanskara itself, so that I was only able to turn my plummet to the killing ground below into a glide, and land with punishing speed, sinking into a crouch which I turned into a roll out of sheer desperation.

Legs aching, I climbed to my feet and closed my eyes, diving into my reservoir to see what the fuck had just happened - and saw swirls of magic pouring out through the deep rents that had appeared since using the Third Prism.

That… was not good.

I stilled Manipura, and engaged the First Prism, cycling what magic remained into Muladhara - but even as I did so I saw some wafting out through the tears, fading away into nothingness. 

Shit.

I guess that’s why people didn’t engage the Third Prism without having connected with Sahaswara, the seventh sanskara. 

Opening my eyes, I focused on the First Prism and began to make my way toward Valeria. I definitely did not look back and up to Garvid, who was no doubt wondering why the hell I was walking around instead of flying as ordered. The question was: how did one go about regenerating one’s reservoir? Who could I ask? Was that something an adept of Anahata, the sanskara of healing, could accomplish?

People were finally beginning to respond to the numerous orders being given to them by various officials. The crowd grew harder to push through as everybody began milling and talking loudly. Chaotic groups began to fall in line, forming columns, while I saw several large tents begin to sway as people began taking them down.

I pushed through the last of the crowd to see Valeria up ahead, standing with her hands on her hips, cloak of silver falling to her heels and looking absolutely resplendent as she listened impassively to a doctor’s pleading.

“…over seven operations going on right now!” The man’s tone was halfway between furious and exhausted. “If we move them, they’ll die. We need at least three or four more hours -”

“No,” said Valeria, her voice implacable. “Anybody who is not moved immediately will surely die. This whole killing field is about to explode with enemy activity. Do you understand?”

“I - yes.” The poor man removed his spectacles and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Can we have half an hour more, at least?”

“For the gravest cases. This Hospitaller tent must begin evacuation at once.”

“Yes, Mother Superior. As you command.”

Valeria turned, caught sight of me, and grinned. Strode over, tailed by her kincircle. I saw Azor, a few other familiar faces. Arianna in the back in her Wraithbone armor. 

“Noah!” I’d never seen her look so invigorated. “It’s working. By my calculations, we should have this place evacuated in under an hour. With the ambush taking place just after dawn, that will give us two, maybe three hours to prepare.”

“Fantastic,” I said, deciding to keep my magical woes to myself. “Congratulations.”

“I’m going to have the tunnel mouths outlined in chalk once the space is cleared, and then orient catapults with flaming cargo on each of the four exits. As soon as the rock begins to crumble and fall inwards, we’ll hit them with several hundred pounds of incendiary fuel. That should coat the inside of the tunnels with burning oil, taking a toil on every babashti that tries to climb out.”

“Sounds smart,” I said. “Looks like you won’t need my help at all.”

“Hardly. Garvid’s going to hold the fifth wall, correct?” She stepped up and took my arm, began leading me across the killing floor, ignoring the surprised if not shocked looks our proximity engendered. “Will you be up there with him?”

“Yes. Where will you be?”

“Front and center,” said Valeria, voice grim. “Last time I was back in the keep. I arrived far too late to make a difference. This time? I’m going to be leading six kincircles at the center of the fifth wall. Even with all of our artillery and archers, there will still be so many babashti that they’ll attempt to climb the walls. I’m going to kill as many of them as I can.”

“Sounds good. But. Question.” I drew Valeria aside so I could speak quietly to her. “We sure that being in a full-scale battle is the place for us? We’re not here to win the war against Lilith. We’re here to find out what your trial is and win that.”

Valeria’s smile slipped away. “This is my trial, Noah. I can feel it. To make a difference. To find peace with my past. If I can do that - if I can lay these old demons to rest - then I know -”

The ground beneath us shivered. 

The large crowd that was milling about the killing ground stilled. The only sound was that of the ongoing fight atop the fourth wall.

The ground shivered again, and then I heard a deep rumble.

“No,” said Valeria, color draining from her face. “That can’t be.”

A strange, brittle crump sounded, like a heel being driven into a frozen puddle, and then shouts and screams erupted from all around us as the ground dropped a good foot or so. 

“The attack’s coming!” screamed Valeria, “Everybody get ready, fall back, fall -”

The ground beneath our feet fragmented, became an ocean of boulders jostling for space, and then fell away as if into a void.

I screamed with strain as I forced magic into Manipura and took flight, seizing Valeria’s arm as I did so, and fought for altitude. 

Iridescent coronas the color of peacock feathers exploded around me as I hemorrhaged power. Still, what little I managed to get into Manipura allowed me to rise up, Valeria hanging below me, so that we were both able to stare down into madness.

A hellmouth had opened beneath us.

A thousand babashti were swarming up, clambering and leaping over the falling rocks and screaming people, eviscerating those they came across with casual flicks of their bladed forearms. The tunnel mouth kept widening until it was a tennis court in size - and I saw another three similar tunnels opening up across the killing field.

Pandemonium. Some Immortals sought to form lines, their ranks bolstered by the occasional Dog or Battle Sister, but most simply ran, tripping over each other, trampling the fallen, knocking down tents, screaming and struggling to reach safety.

But the babashti seemed designed for this terrain; they leaped like fleas over rocks, people, tents, to fall like death from above, blade limbs piercing and punching through armor and flesh alike. 

I was burning through magic at a terrible rate, the sky around me a light show for the ages, my reservoir shaking and tearing apart further. Certainty filled me: if I kept channeling this much power, my reservoir might split completely open.

I strained to reach the edge of the tunnel’s mouth, fighting with everything I had to reach the closest island of rock - but I wasn’t going to make it.

The coronas around me were inverting, forming tauruses which immediately burst into fragments and reformed. Any second now I’d blow. I tried with all my might to hurl Valeria to safety, but even that was beyond me - and with a scream Manipura gave out, my ability to pour magic into the sanskara simply upped and quit and we fell.

Right into the hellmouth.

I had the presence of mind to draw Shard as we dropped, to pull Valeria in closer, and then we were in the maw of it, dropping into the huge tunnel, past the scintillating, undulating walls where endless ranks of demons were crawling out into the killing field.

Down to crash amidst the boulders and shattered rocks, pain flashing through me as we bounced off the slanting face of a piece of killing field to roll and collapse in the rubble. 

No time. No time to draw a breath, to think, to panic. I got to my feet, my whole world a sucking void of pain, and swung Shard, channeling the Source directly into the blade, opening up a broad swathe before me as scores of babashti were cloven in twain.

But I could never hope to stave them off, even if I put my back to the rock and had a full reservoir. We had to escape, somehow, against all odds, so I ran forward, hauling Valeria behind me, lashing out with Shard again and again. I’d no idea where I was going, only knew that I had to move, to fight my way through.

Another golden flash of Shard’s power, and every babashti before me fell apart. We ran, coughing and panting over their twitching bodies, but more were pouring in from every side. 

“Fly!” shouted Valeria. “Get us out of here!”

I didn’t even have breath to respond. There was nothing but the hack and slash, the brutal laying into the endless ranks that converged upon us. Were we even moving in the right direction? If we weren’t, we were dead, so there was no need to check.

Shard cleaves through limbs, the front of heads, across chests, opening up the enemy as if they were made of little more than rich, grass-fed butter. Another shard of golden light, another mad dash over the cloven bodies, a second flash. 

But they were coming in from all sides. Valeria cried out in fury as she defended our rear, sweeping her battle-ax from side to side, and then screamed a warning just as a great tide of demons rose above us and swept down, barreling us off our feet. 

It was like being tumbled about inside a clothes drier filled with knives. Countless lacerations opened across my body, everything growing wet and loose, and there wasn’t even time to scream. My face crunched against dirt, ground against rocks, and then I was rolling on, knocked and crushed between bodies. 

And something arose within me, an all-encompassing, furious refusal to be so slain. To die here, in this dark tunnel amongst imaginary demons, falling to the Enigma’s trial before we’d even gotten halfway.

I screamed, my vision turning red, and went to stand, sweeping Shard up and about and unleashing a blast of golden light - only to feel a blade punch into my back. A frozen second as I looked down and saw the black, bloodied foreblade of a babashti emerge from my stomach, and then I spun and hewed its head off, feeling more things rip and tear within me.

“Noah!” A distant cry. Valeria! I couldn’t see her. All was dark. All was swirling madness, glints on exoskeletons, the hiss and cry of demons. “Over there!” she cried out.

I fell back, suffered another dozen cuts faster than I could count, serrated blades tearing through my arms, punching into the large muscles of my thighs, across my back. Blood everywhere. My body felt impossibly distant, light as a feather, my rage sluicing away - and then the entire wall of demons before me was knocked away as if by the arm of a vengeful god.

Or goddess. 

Arianna stepped into view, her Wraithbone armor resplendent, the nacreous exterior smeared with black ichor. She wielded that insane morning star with both hands, swinging the staff about so that the huge chain whirred through the air, the bestial, massive, monstrous ax-head behemoth punching through a dozen babashti with each pass.

I staggered forward, blood in the back of my mouth, limbs weak, feeling all kinds of wrong, one hand clamped over my stomach. 

Arianna swept her goddess mace about us like a wickedly contained typhoon, obliterating demons wherever it passed. 

Then Valeria was there, another Battle Sister by her side, both moving to my sides. I couldn’t speak, could only spit blood. An ongoing roar filled the tunnel, or perhaps it was inside my head, and Valeria was screaming, shouting right into my face, and I couldn’t tell what the fuck she was saying.

A hand on my stomach. But there was nobody there. I was sinking to my knees, but heat flooded into me, prickling and forcing sensation into the shocked numbness so I screamed as pain came rushing back.

But the healing wouldn’t stop. I felt my innards writhe. Felt my muscles knit back up, some semblance of strength pour back into me. 

But - who? The other Battle Sister? No, she was fighting in tandem with Arianna, stepping in to protect her back again and again. Valeria? 

No. Nobody was there, but still healing power flowed through me, until the worst of my gut injury was healed, several of the deeper cuts closing over, and I found the ability to rise to my feet once more.

And in that moment of lucidity I stumbled back, stepped on something that called to me, that reached for my very spirit in a way that made no sense but somehow felt familiar. Surrounded by madness and death, I glanced down, and saw a band of white crystal running along the floor of the tunnel.

A tunnel which wasn’t carved by rough blades out of the living rock, but flat and paved, buckled as it was under the fallen boulders. 

That channel of white crystal. It resonated like the universe’s greatest tuning fork, and without thinking, without hesitating, I dropped to one knee and placed my hand upon it.

An immediate sense of devouring hunger rushed through me, a vast and voracious need to pull me out of my body, to inhale me into a gleaming latticework that stretched out all around me within my mind’s eye; that endless, glorious waterfall of incredible might and magic that flowed endlessly from Kether through the corrupted nexus into Ghogiel, and from there across the universe and Tree of Life, to each and every planet that floated in the cosmos. 

That flowed into me. 

I screamed as my reservoir refilled in a flash and nearly burst. With terrible 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 patterned floor, the geometries of the tunnel’s sides - no, walls - and the doors contained therein. 

We’d fallen into some more ancient construct than Japhar. Some forgotten complex upon which the old castle had been built. And with that realization, a plan clicked into place.

A gamble. I closed my eyes tight, began the Priyam Mantra, and unleashed the power pouring through me from the white crystal band into the tunnel around me.

I walk in the fires of existence; I walk in the fires of -

A ring of iridescent fire blasted out from me in all directions, concussive and shaking more rocks from the ceiling overhead, the distant tunnel mouth that led to the surface more than a score of yards up the tunnel. For a moment everything was a riot of metallic hues, and I saw again Blindness diving at the betheliim, remembered the impossible colors that had folded around his meteoric descent - and then every babashti within a dozen yards simply disintegrated, their forms losing all coherency as pain shot through my head like an ice pick, as blood burst out my nose and I reeled, a spasm of annihilation nearly undoing me.

Arms around me. Blind, I pointed in the direction of the double doors I’d espied, and stumbled along, helped up by arms. The doors opened before us, and we passed through. 

And again, the prickling power of healing flowed into me, centered on my head this time, burning and furious, so that I cried out and clutched at my face. But for all that it hurt, I welcomed the relief that I knew would soon follow, and a moment later was able to drop my hand and blink in the velvety darkness into which we’d stepped.

Harsh breathing by my side - Valeria - and then the rasp of something metallic, a shower of sparks, and a lavender spirit sight torch came to life, held aloft in Arianna’s great gauntlet. The Wraithbone suit was drenched in blood, the goddess morning star dropped by her feet, her other hand pressed to the double doors, keeping them closed.

But that wasn’t what I focused on. Even as the pain in my head receded, I blinked and stared out over the huge room. It was a great expanse of featureless gray stone, the ceiling lost high overhead, the far walls hidden by darkness, but within the light of Arianna’s spirit torch a phalanx of statues stood, each fantastically carved, their bodies halfway between insectoid and bone, their lines elegant, their faces alien, their joints inverted. Each held a great serrated bone blade in their hands, and each stared straight ahead with huge, multifaceted eyes of white diamond.

Nobody spoke. The door under Arianna’s hand shook and rattled as the babashti threw themselves against it, but for now it was holding. 

“What…” I sheathed Shard and limped forward. I still bled from too many cuts and slashes to count, was light-headed from blood loss, but the prickling afterglow of the healing gave me more strength than I’d have guessed. “Valeria? What is this?”

“I don’t know.” Valeria stepped up alongside me, a cruel cut having nearly missed her left eye as it slit her cheek open. “I’ve never heard of there being anything below Japhar.”

“Wraithbone,” said Arianna, voice grim with strain as she moved her shoulder to the huge doors. “Look.”

And she was right. The insectile warriors were bound up, melded with the same white bone-like material as her suit. But where Arianna wore hers, these seem to have grown it, so that it was the very frame on which the rest of them depended.

Arianna reached down, took up her iron staff, and slotted it through the brackets inside the doors. Stepped back, apprehensive as the doors burst open an inch - and then held.

“They’ve got to be the wraiths you told me about,” I said. “The civilization that preceded yours?”

“But here? All this time? Below ground?” Valeria teared up, trembled violently, then dashed her tears away and frowned. “Are they dead? Asleep? Just statues?”

The drumming reverberation on the far side of the double doors grew louder, and dust sifted down from above. 

“We’ve not long,” said Arianna. “The doors themselves are about to give.”

I moved forward, examining the warriors. Each stood about six feet tall, and had something of the praying mantis to them, in their angularity, their coiled lethality. Wraithbone, yes, but also swirls of the white crystal on which I’d stepped, the very matrix of the Source. 

“Not dead,” I said, reaching out to touch one. It was as cold and unyielding as marble. “Nor alive. Statues, I think.”

Valeria’s shoulders slumped. “Then we’re doomed.”

“No, sorry - more like golems. But what are they doing down here? You said it’s been centuries since they’ve been heard from?”

“More like millennia.”

“They look like they’re waiting,” said Arianna, stomping over to the closest one. “Can we wake them?”

I bit my lip as I pondered the alien statue, then glanced around the room, noticing the intricate pattern embedded on the floor beneath their weird feet. White crystal lines, each forming a node beneath the warriors.

“Maybe… let me try something.”

I knelt, but Valeria placed her hand on my shoulder. “Noah. How… I saw you stabbed through the stomach. How are you still alive?”

The pain in my gut was still raw and vicious, like the world’s most terrible cramp, but it wasn’t getting any worse. “No time,” I said. 

I saw frustration and bitter unhappiness in Valeria’s gaze, but she nodded and stepped back.

I gingerly touched one of the crystal lines embedded in the floor, expecting that voracious hunger again, but instead felt a strong sting that made me jerk my hand away.

No damage, no pain. So I touched the line once more, this time with greater resolve, and kept my fingers pressed to it even after that initial zap - until I sensed a rushing flow passing through the crystal line, like a current. 

I rose. “Arianna? Bring the torch this way?”

They followed me as I followed the crystal line past thirty or something immobile warriors to a wall. A flight of steps led up to a balcony, and there, as Arianna raised her arm for greater illumination, we saw something akin to a circuit board blueprint. Hundreds of fine lines were carved in perfect parallel, turning at right angles and centering around what looked like square nodes, with language inscribed along key areas that I couldn’t read.

“What is that?” breathed Valeria.

“A map of some kind,” I said. “Or, perhaps more than that.”

And I reached out to touch one of the square nodes in the wall.

The voracious need that I tapped into was at once similar and different from that which I’d felt before; here it was greatly constrained, forced to follow designated paths, and flowed beneath my hand like a coursing stream. Yet it was the same power I’d felt back in Ghogiel, the same rush of power that originated from Kether. Harnessed with infinite subtlety and trapped within this diagram.

A corona of metallic light began to form around me.

“Noah?”

“I don’t have much time.” I could feel something tearing within my soul. Closed my eyes and focused on the pattern before me. The energy was circulating, yes, but also trapped; it kept running into blockages and swirling back in the path it had come. 

And there… yes. Hundreds. No, perhaps even a thousand small pinpricks of stationary light, as if the Source had coalesced into specific nodes, all of them standing in uniform lines… the golems.

I felt nauseous. I shouldn’t be doing this. Shouldn’t be doing anything with my magic. If I didn’t let go, didn’t step back, I’d cross some threshold of damage I knew I’d never recover from.

So in that moment, in that split second of crisis, I reached out with my mind, followed the streaming courses of power, and lifted the main blockage that kept that energy from the thousand or so nodes.

Just as the huge double doors blasted inward, and babashti began to swarm into the chamber. 

The eyes of the wraith golems lit up with white fire. One moment they were dark, then, like stars receding into a great night, a thousand eyes caught flame and the power of the Source flooded into them. 

As one they lifted their serrated blades and leaped forward to engage the babashti, who were tearing through their ranks.

Arianna, Valeria, and I just stood there and watched. The wraith golems moved with insectile precision, seeming to blur between stances, one moment here, the next over there, their blades dripping ichor as they left a bisected babashti in their wake. Stop and go, stutter stepping, they pressed forward, shifting again and again and each time leaving a dead demon behind them.

Nobody paid us any mind, up on the balcony above the room. We watched in silence as the wraith golems massacred the demons in the chamber, and then flowed out the ruined double doors into the tunnel beyond.

“Impossible,” whispered Valeria. “We’re… are we saved?”

“I don’t know.” I wanted nothing more than to drink a huge shot of whisky. “I sure as fucking hell hope so.”

“What did you do?” Valeria tore her gaze away from the insectile warriors to study me, a blank expression on her face. “How did you awaken them?”

“I… it’s complicated. That map thing. I moved around inside it.” Pain and fatigue were wearing on me. “I undid a block that was keeping the golems asleep. They powered up.”

“Lashanti bless us,” whispered Arianna in awe. “They’re still moving into the tunnel beyond.”

“Lashanti…”whispered Valeria. “Did she… do you think she guided us in here?”

“Assuredly!” Arianna’s fervor was unquestionable. “How else would we have fallen in here and found our way to this panel?”

“Dumb luck,” I said. “Plus my ability to follow the power lines in the floor.”

Arianna frowned. “I think not.”

“Hey, I’m too tired to argue. Either way, we’ve got wraith golems killing babashti. That’s a win in my books.”

“Can you control them?” asked Valeria.

“No. Not that I saw, anyways. Maybe if I had more time to study the map. But right now I’m leaking magic in a bad way. I don’t want to push it.”

“Leaking magic,” said Valeria, crouching down beside me. “Why is that happening?”

“Remember when we faced the shoxar? I had to cheat and use more power than was really available to me. That messed me up, and I haven’t recovered since.”

“Oh Noah,” said Valeria. “I’m so sorry.”

“Hey, it’s all right. Just your regular savior business, you know.”

“No.” Tears brimmed in her eyes again. “I keep fucking up. You keep having to save me. Again and again and again. Now you’re leaking magic and nearly dead. I thought you were dead when you took that blow through the back.”

“Guess I’m tougher than I look.”

“Yes.” She leaned in and hugged me tight. “Thank the Source.”

“That’s the last of them,” said Arianna. “They’re all in the tunnel now.”

Valeria drew back with a sniff. “We’d best follow them out. Even a thousand of these golems might not be enough for the amount of babashti that came through.”

“You mean, ‘are coming through, ’” said Arianna quizzically. “The battle’s still taking place.”

“Right. Yes. Noah, can you walk?”

“Can I walk? Yes. Would I rather sit here and dream of whisky? Yes. But fine. Here, help me up.”

Together we descended the steps, and walked cautiously to the ruined doorway, where we peered out into the huge tunnel and saw a carpet of dead golems and babashti. The wraith golems had cleared a good hundred or so yards of the tunnel, and were fighting on two fronts, one leading deeper into the ground, the other making their way to the entrance to the surface.

As impressive as their accomplishments had been, however, they were still grossly overwhelmed; the babashti kept swarming them, hurling hundreds upon hundreds of demons at the wraith golems and bringing them down by sheer weight of numbers. 

“We’d best hurry,” said Arianna. “The force that’s working its way toward the surface is nearly gone.”

She was right. Only a few dozen wraith golems remained, fighting their way around the strewn boulders and rubble from the cave-in. Luckily most of the babashti had already made their way to the surface, but even so, the hundreds or so left were orienting on the new threat.

“Not sure I’ll be able to run,” I said. “Sorry.”

“Not a problem.” Arianna hoisted me up onto one arm, so that I sat in the crook of her elbow as if on the branch of a tree. “Hold on tight. Mother Superior?”

“I’ll be right behind you.”

“Then let me retrieve my weapon.” Arianna reached down with her massive gauntlet and shoved away the broken pieces of the stone door till she was able to retrieve her flail. “All right. On your mark, Valeria.”

“Then let’s go. Now!”

Valeria broke into a sprint, running over the dead and dying, Arianna pounding along right behind. We closed with the wraith golems who’d been forced into a defensive circle, fighting back-to-back as the remaining demons swarmed them - but just before reaching their battle line Arianna took hold of Valeria with her free arm and leaped.

Up we flew, the power of her Wraithbone armor such that we soared right out of the tunnel and back into the clear air, and for a moment we hung at the apex of her leap, and I saw the devastation and ruin that had befallen the killing field. Countless dead lay strewn amongst the wreckage of tents and supply carts, while babashti scaled the fifth wall and sought to dislodge the defenders there.

But their numbers were too few. The wraith golems had disrupted their attack. We’d barely averted a true disaster at the cost of hundreds of lives.

And as the fighters atop the walls caught sight of us, Arianna’s cloak rippling in the wind as we began to fall, they let out a savage cheer and redoubled their efforts.

We landed heavily amongst the remains of a dead regiment of Immortals, and both Valeria and I slipped down to our feet. Turned to survey the fourth wall, which was fighting off the rapidly diminishing numbers of babashti attacking their rear.

“Go help them,” commanded Valeria. “Looks like they could use the aid of a Wraithbone Battle Sister.”

“Are you sure, Mother Superior?” Arianna’s concern was genuine. “There’s no one else to guard you.”

“Not sure I’m worth the effort. No. Go on. With your aid they’ll clear the wall in minutes and return their focus to the main army outside.”

“Very well.” Arianna saluted then turned to sprint toward the enemy, her armor allowing each stride to cover four or five yards.

“Hey,” I said, reaching out for Valeria’s hand. “We did it. We stopped the ambush.”

“No,” said Valeria, smiling through the anguish in her eyes. “We didn’t stop them. You did.”

 

Chapter 21

 

 

 

Three hours later Valeria and I managed to extricate ourselves from the machines of state and retreat to a private chamber. Refusing admittance to even the most persistent of Battle Sisters, Valeria shut her doors and turned to lean against them, shaking her head in disbelief.

“They’re thanking me. They’re actually thanking me.”

“Of course,” I said, striding over to the bottles of amber-colored liquor set on a side bar. “Because of you we only lost a thousand or so people instead of - how many did you lose in the real world?”

“Five thousand,” said Valeria.

“Five thousand. And the ambush actually happened. Which means, to them, that you actually received a vision from Lashanti, right? Wonderful as Jana was, she didn’t see this ambush coming. You did. Which to everyone now means you might foresee other problems that are coming down the road.”

“Like the poisoning of our water supply next week.”

“Exactly.”

“But the ambush didn’t happen like it should have. The babashti broke through hours before they should have. You nearly died, Noah. We all nearly died.”

“But we didn’t.”

Valeria scowled, clearly unsatisfied, and moved forward to take the glass I offered her. “This place is fucking with us. After all I did to Jana, I deserved to crush the babashti as they came up. Not see thousands die despite my best efforts.”

“This place isn’t real, Valeria.” I took a sip of my own drink. Some kind of brandy? “Remember that. It doesn’t have to play by any rules.”

“But it’s not fair!” Her cry rang off the walls as she whirled on me. Her face was flushed, her eyes wild. Then she caught herself, pressed her wrist to her brow, and shook her head. “I’m sorry. I must sound like a child. Of course it’s not fair.”

I moved close to her, placed a hand on her shoulder. “This is all a test. Everything here is designed to break you. You should expect it not to be fair.”

“I know. I know. But… I can’t help it. I want to make a difference. I want to destroy the babashti. You can’t understand how much I loathe them. To come so close to raining down fire on those four tunnels as they opened up, but instead be pulled down into them and nearly die, to see so many innocents die all over again…”

I pulled her into a hug, and she rested her head on my shoulder. For a moment we simply stood there, but she couldn’t remain still; she stepped away, began to pace. “And again, I didn’t save the day. You did.”

“Valeria -”

“No, I’m serious. You saved us when we found my kincircle. You brought help and saved us again at the tower. Then you saved us in the tunnels below, bringing those wraith golems to life and giving us a chance to escape. What have I done other than bludgeon a woman I revered near to death?”

She whirled on me, eyes wide and glassy with tears. “Nothing! Without you I’d have died three times already. And because of me you nearly died. And your reservoir. It’s… all fucked up, isn’t it?”

“Yeah,” I said. There was no denying that. Even a slight exertion of my magical powers lit me up like the Northern Lights. And there was no denying that I’d nearly died from physical trauma, either: even with that mysterious healing that had kept me going, I’d been a shredded wreck by the time I reached the keep’s healers. I might as well have fallen into a ball pit filled with caltrops. 

“I just… this is really important to me.” She pressed the base of her palm against one eye and grimaced. “I know these people aren’t real. But the memories. The pain. That’s real. This feels like a chance to lay old ghosts to rest. To… find peace with my own past.”

“But it’s not.”

Valeria exploded, turning and hurling her glass against the wall so that it exploded in a thousand fragments, its contents darkening the pale paint. “I know that!”

I sipped my drink, keeping my face neutral. 

Valeria glared at me, eyes wild, but then her shoulders slumped. “Fuck.” She took three steps and fell onto a couch. 

“Welcome to the motherfucking manifold,” I said. “Twenty-four seven non-stop delights.”

Valeria snorted despite her ill humor. “Yeah right.”

A knock at the door.

Valeria looked up. “Come.”

Kirilla cracked the door open and peered in. “Bad news, Mother Superior. I thought you’d want to be appraised.”

Valeria stood. “Tell me.”

“It’s Jana.” Kirilla opened the door but didn’t enter. “She’s refused any further healing. I was just told she’s fallen into a coma.”

“A coma,” said Valeria, voice flat. “Refused her healing.”

“Yes, Mother Superior. She said she doesn’t deserve it. I - I thought you should know.”

“Thank you, Kirilla.” Valeria’s voice couldn’t have been more strained.

Kirilla bowed her head and backed out.

I pointed at the closed door with my glass-holding hand. “That right there was pure fuckery on the part of the manifold.”

Valeria nodded and slowly sat on the edge of the couch.

“Valeria?” I took a step forward, canted my head to one side in an attempt to catch her gaze. “You see that, right?”

“Of course,” she said, voice soft, almost distracted. 

“Savior to Companion Valeria,” I said. “Do you copy?”

“Hmm?” She didn’t look up.

“The manifold’s twisting the knife. Ignore it.”

“I understand, Noah.” And though her expression didn’t change, her eyes brimmed over with tears. God, I’d seen Valeria cry more these past few days than in all the months I’d known her. 

I moved forward to crouch before her. “Hey. You can’t let this get to you.”

“You don’t understand.” Her voice was raw, her eyes wounded. “Imagine - imagine the manifold took you back to the scene of your parents’ death. And you had to talk to them, hug them, and then watch them die all over again. How much would it help you to know it wasn’t real if it looked real, felt real?”

“Fair point,” I said. “But what I said still stands. Maybe this is how the manifold’s trying to break you. By hurting you over and over again with your worst memories. Like, a blunt trauma to the head. Maybe it’s trying to just bludgeon you into submission.”

Valeria wiped at her cheeks. “Then what can I do?”

“I don’t know. Keep fighting? Don’t let it win?”

Valeria nodded slowly, mulling over my words. “Keep fighting. That I can do. That I’ve always been able to do. Yes.”

She took my glass and drained it in one long pull. Set it aside. “I can fight. And this isn’t all the same as before. Something significant has changed.”

“The wraith golems,” I said.

“Yes. A thousand of them killed nearly ten times their own number. I don’t know if they existed beneath the real Japhar, but something tells me they did. And we discovered them because of my plan. My challenging Jana. If I hadn’t, we’d never have gone down into those tunnels, would have had to abandon the killing field like last time.”

“Right,” I said, encouraging her newfound fire.

“So that’s a change. A change we can capitalize on. Because it stands to reason there’d be more, right? What are the odds we found the only existing golems in the whole world? We didn’t even explore that complex fully.”

“Makes sense to me.”

Valeria rose and began to pace. “What if we found more of them? And you woke them up, and we directed them to fight Lilith? Maybe that’s what they originally were. A line of defense against the dark. And they were waiting for Lilith to return to fight her again - but we forgot about them, forgot how to summon them, so they simply stood there in the dark, endlessly waiting as we were massacred above…” She came to a stop, staring out at nothing, hand over her mouth.

“It’d fit,” I said. “They have the white crystal running through them, and that’s the stuff that channels the Source’s life force through the Tree of Life.”

“Then maybe that’s how I can find redemption,” said Valeria, turning to me. “Find more of those golems, awaken them, and set them to fight Lilith. Maybe that’s how I can pass my trial. Defending my home world in a way that we never could before.”

“Perhaps,” I said. 

She was still holding my empty glass, and strode now over to the counter to refill it to the brim. Drank it all in three long pulls, wincing as she set the glass down, and turned back to me. “It is. I can feel it. I know it, Noah.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I temporized with, “If you say so, Valeria.” 

“I do.” She strode over to me, her energy completely changed. I rose just in time for her to push me back with a palm on my chest, the couch catching the back of my knees so that I sat down abruptly.

“By the Source and Lashanti herself, it feels so good to finally have figured this out,” she said, towering over me. “I was floundering. Lost. But now? Now I feel like I’ve finally found myself amidst all this madness. Found purpose, and Noah - it feels so good.”

Valeria’s eyelids lowered so that she gazed down at me from under her golden lashes, and she placed one foot beside me on the couch so that she could move a hand down her front, over her breasts, down her hard stomach, to cup her sex through the silver and white robes of the Mother Superior.

And fuck me if she didn’t look amazing. Like some primordial Valkyrie descended from Valhalla, her confidence radiating from her once more, her attention fully locked on me, her body near vibrating with health and power and vitality. 

“I couldn’t have done this without you, Noah.” Her voice had grown husky. Slowly, without any urgency, she began to rub her hand from side to side over her mons, cupping her pussy, rocking her hips ever so slightly back and forth. “Wouldn’t have come here, to my own past. Wouldn’t have been given this chance to heal. To put things to rights. To fucking destroy Lilith with an army of Wraithbone golem from the lost history of my world. And when that happens - oh. It’s going to feel so good. To watch those lost legions march forwards and cut down every single fucking demon. To wipe the face of my nation clear of their filth. To know that it’s happening because of me. It’s going to feel… so… good.”

With her other hand she hiked her dress up and threw the skirt over her raised knee, exposing her long, muscled leg, the white panties under which she slipped her fingers and continued to touch herself, her gaze boring down into me.

Her scent filled the air, her pussy only a foot from my face. I leaned back, watching, drinking in the sight, still feeling uneasy, but caught up in the moment, trapped by her certainty, her arousal. 

“And this wouldn’t have happened without you, Noah. I owe you everything. When I swore to be your companion back on Kether, I didn’t know what it meant. Didn’t know where it would bring me. That I would heal these old wounds. That I’d have a chance to grow. To become the woman I was meant to be. That I’d find a way to crush Lilith, to summon the ancient defenses of my world and use them like they were never used before.”

Her knuckles were rippling beneath the fabric of her panties, a line of muscle flaring into relief along the side of her thigh as she rocked, and then she drew her fingers free and offered them to me, their lengths glistening with her wetness. Slid them into my mouth, and I tasted her pussy, slightly tangy, slightly salty, and all pure sex. 

“I was jealous back in Tagimron,” she said, the corner of her lips turning up as she drew her fingers back to shimmy her panties down over the sculpted lengths of her legs. “Feeling insecure. Was watching how you and Brielle and Imogen were bonding, and thinking we’d never have that. That I lacked something you needed. That I was too simple, too boring, too… me, I guess, for you to ever feel that much passion. And now I don’t feel that way at all.”

She kicked her panties off, put her leg back up on the couch and pulled her skirt aside once more. The blonde hair over her pussy was gleaming with her wetness. “There’s nothing for me to fear. For me to resent. I am myself and myself alone, and in that there is power. Lick me, Noah.”

And I did so willingly, moving forward, her hands cupping the back of my head, my tongue sliding between her folds, causing her whole body to tremble. 

“I’m not Imogen, I’m not Brielle, and I never will be. I’m Valeria, Battle Sister of Lashanti, and though I lost this battle to - yes, there, like… like that… though I lost the war to Lilith last time, now, here, I will… oh… I’ll destroy her. Yes. Deeper. I’m going to destroy her. Going to bend her over… over a barrel, and fuck her from behind with my blade, fuck her till she screams and begs… begs for mercy and then I’ll just cut her fucking head off…”

I wanted to pull back, my eyes going wide over the imagery she’d just voiced, but she came just then, her orgasm sudden and violent, her hands ramming my face into her pussy as her whole body shook and she bent over me, hugging me to her stomach.

“Oh… fuck. Fuck yes.” Her voice was tight and breathless as her orgasm thundered through her, again and again. “Oh yes. Yes, yes, yes.”

When I could, I pulled her down beside me, and she took it further, assuming I was pulling her down to fuck her, turning onto her back to smile up at me in a sultry manner. 

But then her brows quirked in confusion. “Noah? What is it?”

I took her hand. “I just… I don’t know. I want to caution you. Nothing’s simple in the manifold, right? I don’t want you to set yourself up for disappointment.”

“Disappointment? You saw the wraith golems. They destroyed the babashti without hesitation. Why wouldn’t more of them do the same?”

“I don’t know. I’m sure they would. You’re right. But… I just feel uneasy about being too confident about anything in here, you know?”

“No, I don’t know.” She sat up, scooted away. “What are you saying? That I shouldn’t feel good about finally having a direction, a plan?”

“No. That’s not what I’m saying. I’m just trying to caution you against feeling like we’ve figured this place out. It’s -”

“But what else should I do?” She held her shrug up about her ears, frowning in anger. “Not come up with a plan?”

“No, let’s run with your plan -”

“Then what are you saying? You don’t like seeing me happy? Confident for the first time?”

“You know that’s bullshit. I’m just worried -”

“About what? That I’m wrong? Again? That I’m going to fuck it all up? Do you worry like this whenever Imogen comes up with a plan? No. So why can’t you trust me?”

“I do trust you. And I was worried about Imogen in the manifold too -”

“I can’t believe this. The first time I feel something good, feel like maybe I’ve got a handle on this place, and you want to tear me down.”

“Tear you down?”

“Tear me the fuck down. What else should I call it? You want me to stay uncertain? Scared? Hating myself?”

“Valeria, hold the fuck up -”

“Because I won’t, Noah. Not even for you. You said it yourself. The manifold was trying to break me by hitting me with my worst memories. Well, it fucked up when it showed us those Wraithbone golems, because now we’re going to use them against it. We’re going to fucking crush Lilith’s armies, and I’m going to emerge victorious from all this.”

She stood up. “I’m going to fucking heal, Noah. I’m going to come out of this stronger, better than I was before. How is that not the point of this trial? Aren’t I supposed to change this ring from lead to gold?”

“Yes,” I said, biting my tongue.

“Then let me do it. Let me win through this trial, Noah. Can you do that?”

“Yes,” I said again. I wanted so badly to reason with her, try to explain my unease, but that’d be just adding more fuel to the fire. “Of course.”

“Good. Thank you.” She smoothed down her dress. “I know you don’t have much faith in me now. But when we come out the other end, perhaps then you will.”

“I do have faith in you -”

“Enough, Noah. There’s no need to convince me.” She adjusted her hair, sweeping it back over her shoulders, and moved back to the sidebar. “Just leave it be. Please be ready to head back down into the tunnels within the hour.”

I stood up slowly. “You dismissing me, Valeria?”

“I need a moment.” She poured herself another glass. “That’s all. Not as the Mother Superior or anything. Just… a moment. All right?”

“Yeah, sure.” Resentment prickled within me, but I forced myself to take a breath. “No problem. I’ll meet you at the tunnels.”

She didn’t turn around. “Thank you, Noah.”

“Yeah. Don’t mention it.” I moved to the door, stopped. Wracked my mind, trying to figure out how I could break this impasse. What I could say to kill this tension. Studied her back, watched as she took another sip of that golden liquid. 

And couldn’t think of anything. Every argument that came to mind would only worsen things. So with a sigh I shook my head and let myself out.

 

* * *

 

It was with serious misgivings that I stood beside Warmaster Garvid and a dozen other Dogs out in the killing fields an hour later. A light rain was falling, and though it was just past midday the heavy cloud cover made everything dark and oppressive. That and the constant fighting that was taking place atop the fourth wall kept everyone on edge.

The killing field was filled with ranks upon ranks of the Immortals, all of them oriented on the tunnel entrances.

I couldn’t keep my eyes off the top of the fourth wall. “Excuse me, Warmaster, don’t they ever take breaks?” 

“Hmm?” Garvid turned to consider the fourth wall and the hellish fighting that was taking place atop it. Columns of fresh troops were constantly filing their way up the stairs to replace the fallen. “No. That’s the worst of it. We can never rest, catch our breath. It’s what leads to such terrible attrition.”

“Damn.” Suddenly the ten thousand soldiers Garvid had said were within Japhar didn’t seem enough by a long shot.

A contingent of Dogs marched up to us, led by an older man in black plate. His hair was cut close to the scalp, and he had the same brutal, pared-down-to-essentials look as Garvid.

“Warmaster,” he said, placing his fist over his heart.

“Loremaster Natar. This is Dog Priest Noah. I wanted you both to meet before we descend into the tunnel.”

The Loremaster studied me, his pale blue gaze piercing and betraying nothing. “Word of your discovery has spread through Japhar like wild fire. I would have the details from your own lips.”

“Sure.” I resisted the urge to shift about. Instead, I told him what I’d discovered, and strove to be as exact as possible.

Natar didn’t interrupt, but listened with fierce focus. “I’ve never heard of anything like this,” he said when I was done. “Remarkable.”

“The Mother Superior is convinced these golems are an ancient defense system,” I said. “She plans to seek out more of them.”

“Perhaps, yes.” He rubbed at his stubbled chin. “Our legends are damningly vague about that lost civilization. We’ve little more than the immortal relics they left behind - the Wraithbone armor, certain weapons, certain architectures that resist the effects of time. What few legends have come down to us are mostly metaphorical in nature, or more akin to educational fables. Most, however, have…” He frowned, searching for the right word. “An ominous overtone to them.”

I saw Valeria approaching, flanked by two kincircles, each with their own Battle Sister in Wraithbone armor. “Ominous how?”

“Our oldest legends were more brutal, less concerned with modern sensibilities. Death, sacrifice, blood, darkness, and with humanity featuring most often as prey, on the run, from great monsters and dark forces. These… golems, as you call them - don’t figure in most of them, but in a few, they are agents of chaos and change. More like the weather or the forces of nature than anything else.”

“Warmaster,” said Valeria, stopping before us. “Thank you for attending me.”

“Mother Superior.” Garvid inclined his head. “Your discovery merits further investigation.”

“That it does. Any word from the battalion that followed after the Wraithbone golems further into the tunnel?”

“None as of yet, though I’ve sent runners after them. Master Commander Ingberg has two full battalions standing at the ready to plug the tunnel if the babashti return.”

“Lashanti will that they don’t. Well. No sense in delaying. Shall we descend?”

In short order we did so, using rope ladders to climb down the ten or so yards to the tunnel base, and there tread with care through the carpet of babashti and Wraithbone golem dead.

We moved slowly, with Loremaster Natar crouching to examine the golems, moving their limbs aside, turning their alien, insectile faces toward the light.

“Fascinating,” he muttered to himself. “Would that we had time to dissect one.”

The ruined entrance to the Wraithbone complex stood silent, a dark portal through which the Wraithbone-armored Battle Sisters led the way, spirit sight torches held high. Our company, some fifty strong in all, entered into that great chamber once more, though now it stood empty, our every footstep echoing back to us.

“The map was this way,” I said, leading everyone along the crystal channels in the ground to the far wall, and there to the steps that led up to the blueprint.

“Hold,” said Natar. “Let us step back and raise the torches.”

I stopped, one foot on the first step, and watched as the armored Battle Sisters fanned out into the huge room, moving through where the ranks of golems had once stood, lifting their torches up high so that their lavender illumination fell faintly upon the great wall before us.

I wasn’t the only one to gasp.

What I’d seen at the top of the steps was just a fragment of a much greater map. The white lines glimmered like marble in the dark walls, catching the torchlight and revealing their complexity, sweeping across to form a huge map whose face was composed of different vortexes much like the one I’d triggered.

“It’s the whole continent,” whispered Natar, reaching up with one hand as if to touch the immensity before him. “There, if the steps reach to the area that represents Japhar, then that great mass to the northeast must be the capital.”

“There, Ophalan by the coast,” said Valeria.

“The nodes seem to align with our greatest cities,” said Natar. “Though some are missing, and those - that one there, there, and there - I don’t believe any city lies over them.”

I wished I could tap into Manipura, that I could fly up and hover over the map. For what I really wanted to inspect was how many little nodes were in each mass, how many golems stood in silent darkness beneath each city. Judging just from the scale, however, Japhar was one of the smaller concentrations of warriors. The capital city looked to have ten times as many.

“Our lines to the east have broken,” said Garvid. “The enemy has washed over our defenses in Galagan, broken the cordon from Haphasim to the Red Fortress, and are currently pouring toward the Lashanti’s Shield.”

I followed where he pointed, saw that the area of which he spoke encompassed almost a quarter of the map.

“The Shield will hold for a year,” said Valeria, voice dreamy. “And when it falls, the capital will fall shortly thereafter. Japhar itself has but months left. All will die within the next eighteen months. Lilith’s triumph will be total. Unless.”

“You have seen this?” asked Kirilla, voice breathless with awe. “Lashanti has told you?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, voice sharpening as she seemed to come back to herself. “She has. But she showed me these golem warriors as well. And said that if we can but awaken them, they shall turn back the tide and crush Lilith under their heels.”

Murmurs of relief swept through our small crowd. 

The Loremaster rubbed at his chin once more. “But how can we awaken the warriors in far Galagan? In Haphasim, in Olentos, below the Shield itself?”

“Dog Priest Noah might know a way,” said Valeria, turning to me. Everyone else did the same.

“Dog Priest?” asked Loremaster Natar. “You can do this?”

“I… might.” I forced myself not to dry swallow. “In the past, when I have encountered this kind of white crystal, I’ve been able to travel through it, send my mind into its latticework and interface with its power. I might be able to do the same here. And if so, I could feasibly remove the blocks that keep the warriors asleep. If this map is connected to the other nodes.”

“If,” said Garvid, his voice a skeptical rumble.

“They are,” said Valeria, turning to face us all. “I’ve seen this. Lashanti has revealed it to me. All of these nodes are connected. Noah can do this. We can awaken every warrior across the continent, bring them out of their slumber today and send them to fight Lilith’s hordes. We can change the future.” Her smile was broad yet strangely vulnerable. “It’s the only way. Without them, we are doomed. Everyone here will die. Everyone.”

Not true, I thought. Valeria was fated to live.

“There is much we don’t know about these golems,” said Natar. “Are we certain they would prove our allies?”

“They killed the babashti without hesitation,” said Valeria, chopping at the air with her hand. “That is enough for me. Why would they do different?”

“We could send word to the capital,” said Natar. “To the great library, ask the sages for their advice. Noah, once you awaken these beings, can you put them back to sleep?”

“No,” I said. “I don’t think so. Or if there’s a way, I’d have to study it.”

“We don’t have that time,” said Valeria, voice rising. “Don’t you understand? Every day thousands die. And what other option do we have? Everyone dies. There’s nothing else we can do.”

“Negotiations are in place with other nations,” began Garvid.

“Will you wake up? Those nations are besieged as well!” Valeria laughed. “Nobody’s coming! Right up till the end that was the message, the vain hope: wait, our friends will soon be here. They never came! They died in their millions in their own cities. Just as we will. We know for a fact that these golems kill babashti. What more do we need?”

Natar frowned, glanced at Garvid, and stepped back.

“You have dreamed this?” asked the Warmaster. “Lashanti has told this to you?”

“Yes,” said Valeria without a hint of doubt.

“Trust her,” said Kirilla, stepping forward. “Didn’t she foresee the ambush? Didn’t she save thousands of lives with her vision? And didn’t her first vision reveal these tunnels, these warriors? Lashanti is guiding us. She brought us here. Why if not to awaken these warriors?”

Garvid frowned and stayed silent.

“Good,” said Valeria, smiling once more and rubbing her palms on her hips. “Then we are agreed. This moment will go down in history. Not just for our nation, but for every nation. The moment when we awoke the forces of good to throw back Lilith’s -”

The sound of footsteps running toward us from deeper down the tunnel cut Valeria off. We all turned to the great doorway in time to see a ragged band of Immortals come running into view, several of them wounded and with arms thrown over their fellows’ shoulders. The Battle Sisters that had remained at the doorway moved to help them, lowering the worst of the wounded to the floor, while two of the Immortals staggered up to us, eyes gleaming in the lavender light, faces drawn with strain and exhaustion.

“Warmaster,” said one of them, “where is Master Commander Ingberg?”

“Above,” said Garvid, his rumble like a rockslide. “Report, soldier. What is it?”

“I… I must get to the Master Commander. Babashti are coming. A deluge of them. Right behind me.”

Cries of alarm, and the two Battle Sisters in Wraithbone armor drew their massive flails and moved into the tunnel without hesitation. Garvid nodded to two of his Dogs, who took off running for the rope ladders.

“What happened, boy?” Garvid put a hand on the Immortal’s shoulder to steady him. “The golems were overcome?”

“Yes,” said the Immortal, voice near breaking. “They fought their way into a huge cavern filled with the demons, and slaughtered them all! We cheered, we were so excited - and when the last demon fell, only a handful of the golems remained. We ran up to them, we were so happy - and then they started to cut us down.” 

“That can’t be,” said Valeria.

“We were stunned, didn’t defend ourselves, but when we realized what was going on, we fought them. They killed us, cut us down, until finally we destroyed the last one.”

“Wait,” said Garvid. “Ingberg sent an entire battalion after them. What are you saying?”

“We’re all that remains,” said the Immortal. “I’m so sorry, Warmaster. But the rest are all dead. And when we finally destroyed the golems, we saw more babashti creeping into the cavern. We turned and ran, but we could hear them gathering, could hear them filling the cavern again -”

“We need to get topside,” barked Garvid. “Loremaster, Dog Priest - begin the evacuation.”

“No!” Valeria’s cry rang out and stopped everyone. She stood apart, eyes wide, face pallid in the lavender light. “This… that can’t be true.”

“Valeria,” I said, approaching her with my hands raised. “It is. We’ve got to go.”

“But… if we go, we’ll lose the tunnel. Lose this map.”

“Yes.”

Her expression was that of a bewildered child. “But if we lose the map, we’ll not be able to awaken the golems.”

“That’s right. And we don’t want to,” I said, finally reaching her. “We don’t want to wake them up. They’ll kill us as well as the babashti.”

“No.” She shook her head. “That can’t be right.”

“For crying out loud,” barked Garvid. “You heard the Immortal, Valeria! Get yourself together. We need to go!”

“It was a good plan,” I said. “But it won’t work, Valeria. Come with me.”

She stepped back. “It was our only hope.”

I shook my head apologetically. “I’m sorry.”

“It was our only hope!” Her cry came straight from her heart. “Without this, without them, we’re dead! We’re all dead!”

“Damn this woman,” said Garvid. “She can stay if she wants. The rest of you: go!” The Hounds and Immortals raced out of the room, so that only Valeria and her twin kincircles remained.

“We have faith in you,” said Kirilla, voice firm. “What would you have us do, Mother Superior?”

Valeria was staring at me in helpless horror.

“We have to go,” I said again.

She turned to stare up at the vast map, and her expression grew hard.

“Valeria?”

“We’re all going to die,” she said, voice quiet. “I know this. There’s no hope. Why not awaken them all? At least then they’ll destroy Lilith as well.”

Everybody froze.

“You can’t mean that,” I said. “If you awaken the golems, they’ll slaughter your people.”

“At first.” Valeria was staring up at that great, complex map. “But then the babashti will come. And they’ll slaughter them all. And keep slaughtering till not one creature of Lilith’s remains in my world.”

“They’ll kill millions of innocents,” I said, taking hold of her arm. “Valeria. You can’t order that.”

“They’re dead already,” said Valeria, voice wooden. “Or as good as. This way at least Lilith suffers as well.”

“No,” I said. “You can’t mean that.”

Valeria smiled at me. “There’s one thing you said I could do, Noah. And that was to keep fighting. Well. What better way to fight than from beyond the grave?”

“Valeria. For the love of the Source, stop. This isn’t real. None of this is real. You won’t save anything. You’ll just damn yourself.”

“Not real?” Valeria wiped her wrist across her eye. “Then why not give the command? What does it hurt?”

“Because it’ll change you. You give that command, you’ll never get it back.”

“Then what would you have me do, Noah?” She wiped at her eyes again. “Give up?”

“Yes. Yes! Give up, damn it. You can’t win this one. You’ve lost. We’ve all lost. Everyone died. You can’t bring them back. You never could. This is over. All you can do now is damn yourself.”

Valeria couldn’t stop herself from crying. She kept wiping at her eyes, but the tears wouldn’t stop. “I wanted to help them.”

“I know.”

“I wanted to make a difference.” Her grief was so physical, so raw, that I felt my own eyes prickling with tears. “I just wanted to stop her.”

“I know,” I said again, moving forward to take Valeria in my arms. “But sometimes you can’t.” The words were painful to say. “Sometimes you have to accept that you’ve lost.”

“But… we can still defeat her. You and I, Noah.” She looked up at me. “Together. Even if we die, we can still defeat her. Even if everyone has to die. Isn’t that worth it?”

“No,” I said, the truth coming to me even as I said the words. I stroked her cheek, wiping her tears away. “Victory at any price isn’t worth it, Valeria.”

She looked so wounded, so lost, that it broke my heart. “I don’t understand.”

“You do.” I paused and looked over her shoulder at the doors. I could hear the huge tide of babashti rushing toward us, their shrieks and the rasp of their blade limbs growing ever louder. I tore my gaze away. “You do understand. In your heart, you know it’s wrong. Just like it was wrong to fight to save Emma back on Ghogiel. Remember? How your fighting allowed Lilith into your soul?”

Her eyes widened and she gave a jerky nod.

“You said it yourself, once. That Emma was stronger for being willing to let go. The same applies here. Let it go, Valeria. Don’t fight anymore. Accept that we lost. Don’t ask me to kill millions of innocents so you can get your revenge. Let it go.”

Tears flooded her eyes once more, and she buried her face in my chest, squeezed me tight, so tight I thought she wanted to disappear into me. “All right,” she whispered. “All right.”

The babashti came pouring through the doorway. I could see the armored Battle Sisters swinging their flails in the main tunnel in desperation, but they might as well have been trying to stop a river. The two kincircles screamed and threw themselves at the demons and were immediately overwhelmed.

Valeria looked up at me. 

“It’s OK,” I said, as death swept down upon us. I somehow managed a broken smile. “It’s OK. I love you.”

I leaned down and kissed her, just a moment before the storm of babashti fell upon us to tear us limb from limb.

 

Chapter 22

 

 

 

We appeared outside the archway on the manifold’s floating island. The Guardian stood to one side as before, watching us with placid interest.

Valeria and I clutched each other as tightly as we could, our lips locked, our bodies braced against the violence that had been split seconds from destroying us.

With a gasp we fell apart, overwhelmed, turning to take in the celestial beauty of the skies, the calm green island, the silence of it all. 

The screams of the dying Battle Sisters and the shrieks of the babashti faded in my ears, and I turned back to see Valeria pressing her wrist to her mouth, her eyes haunted, her brow furrowed with pain and loss.

It wasn’t real, she said.

No, I agreed.

None of it was real. I knew it. I knew it. But why do I feel so fucked up anyway?

Because the manifold hit you where it knew would hurt the most.” I floated back to her. But you came through. You passed.

I brushed her blonde hair aside to reveal the golden circle. 

Tears brimmed and rolled down her cheeks. “I don’t feel like I won. And I’m so tired of crying. So tired of being fucked with.

I pursed my lips in sympathy and pulled her back into a hug.

I’m so tired,” she whispered into my shoulder. I could feel her fighting back the sobs. I’ve got nothing. Nothing left. I feel like it was all torn from me in that cavern.”

I squeezed her tight. “But you passed. You did the right thing.

She turned her head from side to side, slowly shaking her head against me. Did I? Or did I just listen to you again? What would I have done if you’d not been there?

But I was. And that counts, because we’re a team. We ain’t none of us going about this alone. It was a test for both of us. And we both passed.

Oh Noah. And in those two words a universe of weariness and pain. She pulled back to study my face. When did you up and become so fucking rock solid?

Me? I laughed. Hardly.

Valeria shook her head again. You take mortal wounds these days like they’re party favors. You hold the line when others want to break. When I wanted to break. Noah. I wanted to awaken those golems so bad. I didn’t care that millions would die. People I knew. My people. I was willing to kill them all if it meant hurting Lilith. I could see how hard it was for her to admit that. How much it hurt her to say those words. What kind of monster am I?

You’re not a monster. You didn’t do it.

I guess not. She hung her head. I’m so tired. Can we please go back now?

Yes, I said, and felt such a profound melancholy as I took her hand that for the first time I wondered if these victories weren’t destroying us anyways. 

If you are ready, said the Guardian, I shall return you to your realm.

Please, I said.

Then let it be so.

The island swirled about us, colors bleeding into each other, shapes losing coherency, and then, with a gasp, I sat up.

Valeria and I were laid out on the great dining table in the central chamber. Numerous lanterns were lit around the edges of the room. I was naked but for a towel over my hips, as was Valeria. 

“They’re back!” Emma’s shout caused a sleeping Imogen to startle, lift her head off her crossed arms. Emma stood in the doorway, a tray of steaming bowls in her hands, face lit with excitement. “Brielle! Neveah! Little Meow!”

“Noah?” Imogen stood and touched my shoulder, then turned to Valeria. “Gold! She did it!”

“Woo hoo!” Emma ran forward and dumped the tray on the table, not caring that half the bowls spilled, and enveloped Valeria in a hug. 

Imogen hugged me tightly as well, the smell of her hair bringing a welcome ache to my heart, and I only then realized just how much I’d missed her, missed everyone, during our venture into Japhar. 

But all too quickly Imogen released me and moved around to hug Valeria. “I’m so sorry.”

“For what?” asked Valeria.

“For whatever you went through.” Imogen squeezed Valeria tight then pulled back, her hands on Valeria’s shoulders. “Whatever happened to you. It had to be awful.”

And Valeria’s expression crumbled. For a second she fought to maintain control, her lower lip trembling, her eyes tearing up, and then she simply hugged Imogen and wept. 

Brielle came running into the room, her hair done up in a towel, her clothing hastily thrown on, and slowed at the sight of the sobbing Valeria. Drifted over to me with an expression of humbled awe in her face. “You did it?”

“We did. Valeria did.” I accepted her hug, but couldn’t take comfort from it.

“You survived,” said Emma, moving around to hug me in turn. “That’s what matters. There was a moment there when we thought it was all over. You just erupted in an explosion of blood, and like a hundred cuts and gashes opened up all over you -”

“Emma,” said Imogen.

“Sorry. But if we hadn’t had Little Meow with us…”

I turned to gaze at the doorway, and there was the healer, white cat mask on, arms crossed over her chest and leaning on the doorframe. I half expected to see a cat tail whisking too and fro. 

“It was you,” I said. “Halfway through the fight my wounds started to heal.”

“Guilty as charged,” said Little Meow, her voice quietly amused. “Glad to see you’re doing well. We were all quite worried.”

“I thought of it,” said Emma. “I reasoned: if you sustain injuries here in the real world, why can’t you be healed as they take place? So after you nearly died moments after going in, Neveah and I ran to fetch Little Meow and ask her to stay close.”

“Good thing,” said Brielle. “Given how often you’re getting savaged, we’re going to really need to work on your sword skills.”

“Noah,” said Imogen, still holding Valeria tightly. “What happened to your reservoir? You started bleeding magic all over the place. I tried to enter your reservoir, but couldn’t get access.”

“I… might have used the Third Prism in a moment of desperation.”

“The Third Prism,” said Imogen, voice flat.

“What’s the Third Prism?” asked Emma. “That bad?”

“That’s bad,” said Imogen. “Only adepts of Sahaswara can use it. Noah might as well have tried to swallow a dozen knives.”

“Hey, it worked,” I said. “It was that or get cut down by a shoxar.”

“Shoxar?” Brielle didn’t often look that surprised. “Like the one we fought in Illington?”

“The same. Except this time we didn’t have Kashala to whack it with Sixth Circle firebolts.”

Brielle let out a low whistle. “That was when you erupted in wounds?”

“No,” I said. “That was a little skirmish early on. Hey, I don’t mean to be rude, but can I get a glass of water?”

“Oh, right, yes,” said Emma, hurrying to a side table where she dunked a cup into a large bucket. “Valeria?”

“Please,” said Valeria, voice husky. Imogen still had her arms around her, her stance protective, and accepted the cup in her stead. 

“Emma? Can you please fetch Valeria her clothing? I think she needs some time alone.”

“Thank you,” said Valeria, taking the cup. “That… that would be good.”

Little Meow pushed off the doorframe as Neveah appeared, both of them walking into the central chamber together. “I’m sorry. We decided it was more efficient to strip you both down after your first set of wounds. Your clothing wasn’t affected, you see, and getting to the wounds was complicated by belts and the like.”

“No worries,” I said. “After all I’ve been through, that’s nothing.” Still, I made sure to wrap the towel around my waist as I swung my legs over the side of the table. “And is that soup? Suddenly I’m starving.”

“Yes,” said Emma, handing Imogen Valeria’s clothing. “Here, I’ll get more. Neveah just got back from the market.”

Imogen helped Valeria out of the room, and in short order we heard a door close. I sat down, still only wearing the towel, and took a moment to frown down at my chest and arms. I was accumulating scars at an impressive speed. A large patch of scar tissue had formed over my stomach where the babashti’s blade had emerged. There were the half moon scars from where I’d carved out pieces of my own flesh while under Sandovar’s command. Countless thin scars from slashes and cuts. Add in the fact that I was looking well and truly ripped, and my body hardly looked or felt like my own at all.

“How bad was it?” asked Brielle, wincing in anticipatory sympathy as she sat on the edge of the table next to me. Emma moved to my other side, while Little Meow hopped up onto the table proper to sit cross-legged. Neveah took up a bowl of soup and moved to lean against the wall.

I sighed. “Pretty bad. I mean, I wasn’t held and tortured for weeks on end, but… yeah. We were sent back to a castle from Valeria’s past. People she knew. She was presented with some really hard decisions. No easy answers.” I shook my head. “It was fucking close.”

Emma hugged herself. “I’m really not looking forward to my turn.”

“Nor am I,” said Brielle. “By the gods, this manifold is worse than the Five Trials.”

“Much worse,” I said. “But I think I’m starting to figure out its method. Both times now we were thrown into a series of events where we had no choice but to act if we were to survive. And those actions set up the problems that followed, all of it prepping for the final challenge, stacking the cards against us, making it as hard as possible for Imogen and Valeria to make the right choice.”

Brielle nodded thoughtfully. “So the trick lies in figuring out what the manifold is leading up to, and short circuit the challenge early.”

“Right. But that’s harder than it sounds. The entire time I was in there I kept trying to figure out what it was up to. But I got it wrong. I thought it was hammering at Valeria’s worst memories, forcing her to relive them, take agency in them, so as to break her. Like someone striking a blade’s weakest point so as to shatter it. But that wasn’t it at all.”

“What was it doing?” asked Emma quietly.

“It was conditioning her. Making an argument through our experiences in favor of the wrong decision. So that when the moment of truth came, she was sorely tempted to pick the wrong option, even though she knew it was wrong, precisely because of what we’d been through.”

Brielle scowled. “And you said the first set of experiences were beyond your control.”

“Right. In Imogen’s, we appeared in the wrong place at the wrong time, so that we were immediately apprehended and punished. That resulted in my being deprived of my magic, and forced to try to survive in an environment I couldn’t keep a low profile, which in turn led to my being captured and tortured. I don’t see what else I could have done differently. And all of that was just to set me up against Imogen, to resent and hate her when the time came. With Valeria, we were thrown right into a fight, only to find that someone very important to her hadn’t survived - and forced into a similar sequence again and again, priming her to fight on at all costs, and ultimately make a terrible decision out of anger and grief. Nothing is random. Everything is set up to bring insurmountable pressure on all fronts when the moment to decide comes.”

“To decide what?” asked Emma.

“It’s been different both times. But it’s been an intensely personal decision.” I stared down at the tiny scars that flecked my fingers. “A decision that would undo your sense of self, that would destroy who you are.”

“Shit,” said Emma. “And the manifold sets things up so that we’d willingly make that choice.”

All I could do was nod.

Brielle licked her lower lip nervously. “Do you think either Valeria or Imogen could have made it through the trial without you?”

“I’d like to say yes, but… I don’t know. Imogen wouldn’t have been in her predicament if it wasn’t for me. Valeria wouldn’t have had the choice without my abilities. So, maybe it’s not a fair question. My being their makes the whole trial possible.”

I saw a flash of fear cross Brielle’s face as she turned away, and didn’t blame her for it.

“To be honest? I don’t envy you, Savior,” said Little Meow. “But I’ll help you all as best I can.”

“Savior?” I turned to my companions. “Who spilled the beans?”

“We had to,” said Emma. “She’d not spend all this time away from her garden, otherwise.”

“I’m sorry, it’s true.” Little Meow cocked her head to one side. “My gardens are unreasonably needy here in Tagimron. But that’s all right. I’m very pro-Source, I guess you could say? I really am a big fan. I’ll help however I can.”

I laughed under my breath. “And that’s much appreciated. Question: is there a way to heal these wounds without all this scar tissue, though? I feel like I’m slowly being swallowed by the stuff.”

“I’m really sorry.” And she did sound super contrite. “Healing magic doesn’t magically just make you better. Well, I suppose it does? But what I mean is, magic can only boost your body’s natural healing processes to supernatural levels. Which, if the wound is bad enough, always leaves a scar. I’ve heard that some adepts of Anahata might be able to work their magic without scar tissue? Maybe? But I’ve never seen it done.”

“No worries, that’s cool.” I shrugged my shoulders and felt the tight pull of the mass of scars that covered my back. “Plus I hear chicks dig scars.”

Neveah snorted and shook her head, but I thought I saw a curl of a smile on her lips. We shared a look for but a moment, something that warmed me inside, made me feel like we understood something on a plane beyond what the others had yet experienced, but then Emma leaned in and gave me a hug.

“Don’t overdo it, yeah? I can’t believe how chill you are about all this.”

“I’m… not. I guess. It’s just easier to pretend?” Everyone was listening seriously, and I squirmed where I sat, wishing we could talk about something else. “It’s just that… after awhile, getting stabbed and stuff? You learn to not dwell on it. It still hurts like crazy, and I go into shock and everything, but… it’s like, part of this gig, you know? OK, I’m sounding more than a little insane.”

“Not to me,” said Little Meow, placing her hand on her chest. “I think you sound amazingly brave.”

Brielle rolled her eyes, but Neveah stepped forward and set her bowl down. “What Noah’s describing is how I feel about battle.”

Everyone stilled.

“You accept that pain and death are likely whenever you draw your blade. And after awhile, if you fight long enough, and survive enough battles, the pain becomes - not a friend - but a companion. Something that tells you you’re alive.”

“Wow,” said Emma. “Coming from anyone else I’d laugh, but you being you, Neveah… somehow I’m even more impressed about how badass you are.”

Neveah’s smile was wry. “Don’t be. I’m just too stubborn to die.”

“That should be our group motto,” I said. “‘Too stubborn to die.’”

“It’d explain how we’ve gotten this far,” said Brielle. “But speaking of progress, what’s next? How are you feeling, Noah? You’re all healed up, but I’m sure you’re going to need some downtime?”

“Downtime,” I said. “Yes. That sounds amazing. And by the way, anybody decided to go next?”

Brielle, Emma, and Neveah exchanged glances. 

“I’m going next,” said Brielle, voice stiff, standing up straight, hands curled into fists by her side. “I’m starting to think waiting is worse than getting royally fucked up by this manifold. I want to get it over with.”

“Phew,” said Emma, sagging against the table’s edge. “No complaints here.”

“You sure?” I looked up at Brielle, and couldn’t help but wonder how the manifold would attack her. I thought I had a good idea. “Then all right. Let me get some of that sweet downtime, and we’ll have at it.”

“Can I say something?” Little Meow raised her hand as if in class. “I’m very impressed with how casual you all are about this. Like, if I had to enter a manifold designed to tear me apart at the seams, I’d be really scared. But you all seem so brave.”

“Thanks, Meow,” said Brielle. “That really helps.”

“It doesn’t?” Little Meow covered her mask’s mouth with her hand. “I’m sorry! I was trying to pay you all a compliment.”

“Don’t worry about it,” said Emma with a smile. “I appreciate it, thank you.”

“That sauna still working?” I asked.

Emma blushed. “Kind of. We near wrecked it last time.”

“Ha. Oh yeah. Right. Um. Well, I was just thinking about a long steam bath. Work out some of the tension, you know?”

“It’s working,” said Brielle. “Most of the damage was done to the walls, not the overhead pipe. If you don’t mind relaxing in the middle of a gutted ruin of a room.”

“Nah, I don’t mind,” I said. “That kind of decor is becoming so familiar it’s beginning to feel like home.”

“I’ll join you,” said Emma, then blushed again and raised her hands as if to fend off protests. “For a steam bath! Honestly, I was planning to get one after breakfast.”

“I’ve also become really partial to it,” said Little Meow. “Too many cold nights up where I live. Can I join you as well?”

“Sure,” I said. “Everyone’s welcome.”

“I’ll patrol,” said Neveah.

“Patrol?” I asked.

“I’ve noticed more activity in the area than before,” said Neveah. “During my trips to the market. I’m concerned people are looking for us.”

“Oh. I guess we have been here awhile. Thanks. Um. Could I have a word with you before you head out?”

Neveah nodded as she rose to her feet.

“I’ll check in on Valeria and Imogen,” said Brielle. “Enjoy the steam, you guys.”

I followed Neveah to the entrance, trying to figure out what I wanted to say. When she turned back to me before the front door, I felt a moment of panic, and then just blurted out what I realized had been building up within me.

“Look, Neveah. I… don’t have a smooth way of saying this. So, I’m… just… going to put my foot in my mouth, all right?”

She narrowed her eyes but a fraction.

“But… yeah. These trials obviously suck. And… going into them requires our spirit bodies, and you won’t have one till we…”

“Fuck,” she said, voice emotionless.

I gulped. “Yeah. That. Which I know you really don’t want to do. So I just wanted to say I respect that. And want to find a way around it. I don’t want you to be forced into anything you don’t want to do, all right? There’s got to be another way.”

Her face was inscrutable. My heart was pounding like a kettle drum. Should I have kept my mouth shut? I’d no idea. 

But then she reached out and cupped my cheek with her smooth fingers. “Thank you, Noah. That means more to me than you know.”

“Oh.” My knees went weak. “Good. That came out all right then.”

“Better than all right. But I’ll be honest with you as well. As much as I've tried to think of an alternative, I don’t see another way. And if we haven’t found a way around the requirement by the time my turn comes, I’ll fuck you and proceed with my trial, regardless of my oath.”

My knees got a little bit weaker. Fear? Arousal? I couldn’t tell. “Let’s… hope it doesn’t get to that, then.”

The slightest of smiles quirked the corner of her lips. “You wouldn’t want to sleep with me?”

“What? No! I mean, not ‘no’ no, I mean, that’s not what I meant, like, yes - I would, of course, but only because we’d need to do it for the Source, right? Not because I’m up all night fantasizing about you, or anything weird like that…” 

My babbling trailed off. I felt horrified at what I’d just said, and tried for a nonchalant grin to cover up my embarrassment. My grin felt just a little artificial and weird.

“Hmm.” Neveah considered me. “For duty’s sake, then.”

“Right. Duty. Number one priority. Save the Source and all that.”

Again, the slightest flicker of amusement crossed her face. 

“Wait a second,” I said. “Are you messing with me?”

Neveah raised an eyebrow. “Me? Perish the thought. I’m a humorless assassin that lives only for the blade.” Her voice was utterly serious, but the amused gleam didn’t leave her eyes. “I’ll continue to seek another way forward. Lest we be forced to do unspeakable things on the altar of duty.”

“Right.” My voice was little more than a croak. Unspeakable things? My mind couldn’t help but immediately wonder what sort of things Neveah would enjoy in the sack. So, of course, I then blushed. “Right. Let’s… whatever you just said.”

“Indeed. Thank you, Noah.” That enigmatic smile, and then she slipped out the front door and was gone.

Slow applause from down the hall. I turned to see Brielle emerge from her doorway, her grin absolutely wicked. “Well done! I’ve not seen you implode like that since… maybe Bastion?”

I scowled at her. “Eavesdropper.”

She crossed her arms and leaned against the doorway. “You think I could ignore such an utter disaster as that exchange?”

“OK, fine. Let me ask you this. Think you could have done any better with someone like Neveah?”

Brielle pretended to consider, then relented. “No, I suppose not. Still. Thank you for the amusing exchange. Wonderful to see how suave and sophisticated you’ve grown since I first met you.”

I stuck my tongue out at her and strode past, trying to salvage the remains of my dignity. Her trailing laughter made that very hard to do.

I stepped into the hidden chamber, a ratty towel over one shoulder, wearing nothing but a pair of old shorts. Emma and Little Meow were already there, both of them with towels wrapped around their bodies and sitting on a bench set against the back wall. Steam was already making the air sultry, and the lamplight was starting to be visible in a golden corona. 

“What’s this?” I asked, indicating an upholstered table.

“That’s an improvised massage table,” said Little Meow. “I’ve been working on the others since moving down here. It’s something I enjoy? Connecting with people, circulating energy, making people feel good.”

“She’s amazing,” said Emma. “No joke, Noah. You should get on the table.”

“Oh, would you like a massage?” Little Meow adjusted her porcelain cat mask. “After all you’ve been through, I’m sure it would help.”

“Me? Turn down a free massage in a steam room after going through hell? Sure thing.”

“Great!” Little Meow leaped to her feet and actually gave a little clap. “Lie down? I’ve been unable to make a face cradle, but I’m working on it. Face down?”

It was surreal. To lie down on the padded blankets, the heat sinking into my bones, to feel myself safe. Finally able to lower my guard.

The soft hiss of escaping steam was the only thing I could hear as Little Meow stepped up next to me. She took up a small bottle, squirted something into her palms, and then gently lowered her hands onto my back.

“Your body has changed so much in such a short time,” she said softly, tracing the ridges and contours of scar tissue. “There is a danger in that. Of losing your basic connection to your sense of self, of becoming strange to yourself. You must be careful, Noah.”

“I’ve not had much choice in the matter,” I said. Her touch was strange; light enough that I could feel where her fingertips passed over the scars, but numbed by the thick skin. Pleasurable for all that. I closed my eyes.

“Yes, but there is much you can do to remain connected.” Her fingertips reached the normal skin over the small of my back, and then retraced their intertwining path up to my shoulder blades. “You can practice a physical kind of meditation, where you ground in your body through movement. Or do a mental scan of your body as your meditate, moving your awareness up and down your form, lingering wherever feels strange or distant. You should also spend more time in front of a mirror. I know! The weirdest advice. But it’s not a vanity thing. It’s about updating how you visualize yourself in your mind’s eye.”

“Hmm,” I managed. I was too comfortable, enjoying her light, almost tickly touch too much as well. It was delicious, to be touched by Little Meow. Her long tapering fingers. To think of her lithe body, her enigmatic nature, to have her here by my side, tending me. I just wanted the moment to last forever.

Her hands spread out across my shoulders, fingers slowly probing at my muscles, easing across my oiled skin, finding knots effortlessly. “Doing so will help your magic. Will make your connection to Muladhara more potent. That sanskara is about safety and your most basic needs, right? But if you lose your connection to your sense of self, to your body, your bond to Muladhara will also weaken.”

“Huh,” I said. 

She began to knead my muscles across my shoulders, working her fingers up and down my neck, not pressing hard enough to hurt but causing waves of golden pleasure to radiate from her fingertips. I felt like I was turning into honey. It was amazing.

“Meow, he can’t answer,” said Emma from the side, her voice rich in amusement. “You always do that. Talk to us when we’re just melting under your touch. Let him enjoy it!”

“Sorry!” Little Meow sounded just as amused. “I like to talk while I work. But I’ll be quiet.”

The next hour seemed to last an eternity. Her hands worked over every part of me, down from my shoulders and neck to my waist, where she used her elbows on my ass, digging into knots that nearly made me cry out in pain. Then my hamstrings, her pressure surprisingly strong. Loosening tension everywhere she went, down to my calves, and finally my feet.

She hesitated when she reached my scarred left foot. And for some reason I found myself tensing. Her touch was delicate, probing, made numb and distant again like when she’d worked on my back. 

“Noah,” she breathed. “You’ve suffered so much.”

And for some damn reason that caused a knot to rise up in my throat. I didn’t want to think about my suffering. Didn’t want to think about fucking Sandovar and his pail of boiling water. Or everything else I’d gone through. I just wanted to bury it deep, close that cellar door tight, and throw away the key.

The pain becomes - not a friend - but a companion. Something that tells you you’re alive.

Was that true for me? I forced myself to unclench my jaw as she slowly ran her fingers down the swirls that marked the underside of my sole. Did my scars and pain tell me I was alive?

Yes, maybe. I wanted it to be true. But more, I just didn’t want to think about them at all. 

A memory: water bubbling about my ankle, the pain more than anything I’d ever felt, seeing my big toenail start to detach and peel away -

I jerked my foot out of Little Meow’s hands. 

“I’m sorry,” she whispered. “We’ll move on. Can you turn onto your back?”

I did so, making sure the towel stayed around my waist. Stared up at the pipes that streamed across the ceiling. “Don’t be sorry.” I hated how stiff my voice sounded. “It’s not your fault.”

“Healing takes place on many levels,” she said, moving to stand behind my head, hands smoothing out across my pecs. “It’s not just the physical, the meat body. In fact, many say that’s but the first level where healing takes place, the most superficial. True healing needs to take place in the soul.”

“Not much time for that,” I managed.

“I know. Not much time for anything. But sometimes we need to make time. We need to stop. Allow healing to take place. And that can be the hardest thing.” Her palms continued to sweep back and forth over my chest, probing at the slab-like muscles. A year ago this would have been embarrassing - she’d have been massaging a thin layer of muscle over my ribs, but now? The muscle there was easily an inch deep. I closed my eyes, tried to focus on her touch, to melt again.

“It can be tempting to just keep sprinting forward. To ignore the pain, the damage, and bury it as you rush from one task to the other.” Her voice was soft, meditative. “I know you probably don’t want to hear this, but it’s important. I’m sorry. You’ve already got so much on your shoulders. But if you don’t stop and heal, you’ll start to fall apart. Grow more numb, you know? It’s a self-defense mechanism. The more you hurt, the more you’re beat up, the more you shut down to keep going. And the more you shut down, the more you convince yourself you can keep going.”

“You telling me I shouldn’t go back into the manifold with Brielle tomorrow?”

“This is all so presumptuous of me.” She moved around to take up my arm and begin working on my bicep. “I’m so sorry. This is none of my business. But since you asked? Maybe take a longer break? A couple of days at least?”

And the thought was ridiculously welcome. I’d already begun steeling myself up to going into the manifold again, and hadn’t realized just how grueling that prospect seemed. Taking a couple of days off? That felt like the ultimate luxury.

“Just relax,” said Little Meow, moving her hands down my forearm, working her fingers between the tendons. “Take it a little easy on yourself. Eat some good food. Laugh a little, if you can. Then go.”

“All right,” I said, finally letting go of the tension I’d been holding on to. “Maybe I will.”

 

* * *

 

I ended up taking five full days off. Brielle feigned impatience but I could tell she was glad to hold off a little longer. Instead, I spent my days sinking back into that routine we’d established: training with blades in the morning, working on magic in the afternoons, and doing personal activities or chores in the evenings before dinner.

But I couldn’t pretend things hadn’t changed. Valeria insisted on teaching the next morning’s lesson as if nothing had happened, but there was a haunted look in her eyes that I’d catch when she thought nobody was looking. It was as if somebody would flick a switch and she’d just slump and stand and stare at nothing, expression slack. Only to smile and reanimate when she noticed my glance. 

Imogen was also changed. She’d regained some poise during my time in the manifold with Valeria, but there was no denying the effect it had had upon her. She was more irritable, her infinite patience gone, prone to brooding or making cutting comments where she’d never done so before.

And god help me if I didn’t find myself missing the old Imogen. Who was endlessly nurturing, patient, and loving. Who’d been the most selfless supporter I’d known, who’d made me feel special and loved and safe at every turn.

But that wasn’t fair. That hadn’t been the real Imogen. That had been a shut down version of herself, a version that didn’t believe she deserved better. That she was worthless, and derived her worth only through serving me. 

The new Imogen, prickly and prone to black moods - that was the real Imogen coming back to life. More complex, deeper, more varied, more everything. Not that she wasn’t still loving; over the five days we shared several moments of warmth and connection, usually over some minor success of mine during magic practice as I sought to heal my reservoir. 

But we didn’t sleep together. That part of her was closed off. I didn’t even ask. It was just that obvious. After dinner she’d smile tightly to us all and excuse herself, turning in early.

No games of spin the bottle. Emma had scored a dozen books from the market, which, it turned out, Neveah could read. So we’d spend the evenings lying down together in a mess of blankets and pillows, listening as she read us the adventures of Little Champi, a picaresque fellow much like Shakespeare’s Puck, who delighted in bringing chaos everywhere he went, to the ultimate edification of those involved.

Steam baths galore. Little Meow unfortunately returned to her rooftop garden that first evening, apologizing and explaining how she had to make sure her animals and vegetables were all right. But still there was nothing better than to sit in that room and sweat. Sweat till a puddle formed under me. Sweat and feel my body come alive, the scars taut across my skin, my muscles turgid, the tension that coiled through me every night slowly releasing.

Because it turned out my nightmares weren’t leaving me. Each night I’d wake up screaming, images of Sandovar or shoxars or babashti disappearing from my mind. I’d jerk upright, bathed in sweat, heart hammering, reaching for Shard, whomever I was sleeping with that night grabbing hold of me, embracing me, telling me over and over again it was all right till the nightmare cleared out of my eyes and I realized where I was.

Fucking nightmares. I guess Little Meow had been right. The trauma went far deeper than I imagined. 

Still, there was peace to be found training with Shard, sparring with Neveah, or watching Emma improve as her arms grew stronger, her wrist more firm, her confidence with Victor’s blade improving almost daily. 

My reservoir was still fucked though. Little Meow had no idea about how to heal it, and the best Imogen could advise was for me to spend as much time as possible channeling my magic into Muladhara, purifying and meditating within my reservoir. And doing so did help - slowly, painfully slowly - I began to see the huge rents and scars along the walls begin to close up. But it was too slow. At the rate it was going, it’d take weeks to close up to a point where I’d feel safe using my magic again.

“So what the fuck am I supposed to do?” I asked, irritated and trying not to show it. “Just not cast any magic when I’m in the manifold?”

Imogen shrugged. “As best you can, yes.”

I growled and paced. “But my magic’s what’s allowed us to get this far. Levenbolt, flight, increasing the powers of my body - how am I supposed to fight demons or worse without them?”

She shrugged. “I don’t know what to tell you. But if you try you’ll tear things open again. It’s a miracle you were even able to use the Third Prism without exploding your reservoir open altogether. It may not be much, but you should be grateful you even survived.”

“I know, I know.” I ground my palm into my eye. “Just… I’ve come to depend on my magic, you know? To just go into the manifold with Shard and a grin feels suicidal.”

“I understand.” She stared down at her folded hands in her lap. “There is probably a lesson here, but I think either of us care to learn it.”

“True enough. I guess I’ll have to depend on my sword work.” I ran my hand through my hair and then looked at her sidelong. “You doing OK?”

“No? Yes? That’s not an easy answer.” She picked at the seam of one of her gloves. “But I do want to thank you and apologize for being so… difficult, lately.”

“You don’t have to -”

“Please don’t interrupt. This isn’t easy for me to say. I’d like to get it out in one piece.”

“I… all right. Sure.” And sat down across from her. 

Imogen was frowning down at her gloves now, as if the seam displeased her. “I’ve had some time now to process since my… our trial. And it hasn’t been easy. I’d buried many of those old memories. Being reminded of them, being forced to accept them, to accept myself… has been hard. I’ve had moments where I wished I’d chosen otherwise. Where I wished I’d sacrificed myself, because that would have been simpler, easier, neater.”

She blew out her breath and looked up at me. “Obviously, those aren’t serious thoughts, but they’re indicative of my current state of mind. I’ve had to claim parts of myself that I wished to sever. And I don’t yet know where that leaves me. Everything suddenly feels complicated and dark. Before, everything was simple: I just had to do everything in my power to help you. Now? Now I have to… heal? Forgive myself? Make restitution, somehow? Consider my own self-worth, on some level, and start… what? Making demands?”

Imogen shook her head sharply, frowning in confusion. “I don’t know. I want to just slide back into the way things were. But I can’t. Just helping you, just loving you, and pretending I’m a non-entity, feels false now. But I don’t know what it even means to value myself. To consider myself important. That’s something I need to discover. Or, on a more basic level, even learn how to discover.”

“I think I understand,” I said. 

“Maybe you do.” She considered me. “But in the meantime, I’m not going to be easy to be around. And I’m sorry for that. But parts of me that I buried, buried down deep, are resurfacing. Making me irritable, angry, or depressed. And I’m going to work through it. I promise you that. But I don’t know who I’ll be when I come out the other side. Or how long it will take me.”

“Imogen.” I took a risk and reached out, placing my hand over her own. “I think part of this process is that you need to not worry about that stuff. For you to do this right, for you to figure yourself out, you need to prioritize yourself. And not worry how ‘likeable’ that new self is going to be. Because I can promise you this, crazy as it sounds: I love you, and I know I’ll love the person you’re going to become. And how do I know that? Because of everything I said back in the manifold. Your actions have spoken far louder than you know. And the person who made those choices is still before me. She’s going to assimilate her past, but it won’t destroy her. It’ll make her stronger in the long run, because she’ll no longer have that dark shadow in her past. She’ll own it, incorporate it, and be better for it.”

Imogen’s expression remained sober. “You really think so?”

“I do. Look. The Source led me to choose you, right? Or something? I went against everybody and everything to make you my companion. And I’ve never regretted it. We’d not be here today without you. You’re part of this. You were meant to be part of this. You’re not suddenly going to be disqualified for healing old wounds. You’ve got to have faith in the Source. Right?”

“The previous nine saviors had faith. Look what it got them.”

“OK, ouch. Fair point.” Her flinty gaze made it hard to think. “But I’m choosing to believe we’re different. We’ve already come so far. We’ve already overcome so much. I’m choosing to have faith that we were meant to be together, and that as a result we’ll accomplish our quest. So unless you’ve lost that basic faith, you should hold to it, too.”

Imogen stayed silent.

“I mean, do you still believe that? That the Source guided us together? That we’re going to succeed?”

“I don’t know,” she said at last. “I’m sorry. I know what I should say. What you wantto hear. But now it’s all about being honest, right? And I don’t know if I believe that any more.”

That rocked me. I leaned back and took a moment to assimilate that. “So what do you believe?”

“That we’re going to do our best, like the previous saviors did. That we’re a good team. But does that mean we were ‘meant’ to be together? That we’re guaranteed to accomplish our quest?” She shook her head. “That I don’t know.”

“Well, great.” I fought down my impatience, my anger. “But that’s fair. But can you do me a favor and keep that to yourself? I don’t think that line of thinking is going to encourage the others.”

Imogen narrowed her eyes. “Of course, Noah. I’m not a fool.”

“Wow, things really have changed. No, I’m sorry. Just me getting used to it. We’re all going to need to adapt, right? Right. So.”

Imogen sighed and looked down at her gloves again. “I’m sorry. And don’t tell me I don’t need to apologize. But something in me has become more… critical, since accepting my past. It’s as if there was a simple equation before: we were guaranteed success if my participation was simply that of a tool. If my darkness were kept apart from the group due to my denying my own self. But now that I’m doing the opposite, now that I’m trying to believe that my darkness is part of the equation, I’m losing faith in the equation itself.”

I studied her. How tense she was, how coiled up, her shoulders stiff, her face carefully composed. And reached out again to place my hand over her own. “I’m sorry, too. I understand. It’s going to take me awhile to adapt as well - but I still believe what I said. That we’re stronger for having all of you, and not just a castrated part of your soul. And I’m not going to change my mind on that.”

She met my gaze, and I still saw no softening. “Thank you, Noah. I sincerely hope you never regret saying those words.”

“I won’t. And now I’m going to go talk to Brielle. I’m going to do as much prep work with her as I can before going into the manifold, because honestly? We need to get better at anticipating its traps.”

“Good luck. Let me know if I can be of help.”

She didn’t sound like she wanted to help. “No worries. I got this.”

I walked to the door of her room, and was about to step outside, when she called my name.

“Noah.”

I turned back to her. 

Tears filled her eyes. She was staring at her hands once more. “Thank you. For… having faith in me. Despite everything.”

“Oh Imogen.” Never in my life had I hated something more than that fucking manifold. “You don’t thank people for loving you. You just… love them back.”

She looked up, lips pursed into a tight line to keep them from trembling, and gave a sharp nod. 

We stood there, looking at each other, and I was about to move back to her, to hold her, when she forced a smile. “Go on. Help Brielle. If she comes back a basket case like me, we’re all going to be truly fucked.”

I laughed. “Can you imagine? No worries. I’m on it.” And I stepped outside and closed her door.

And paused. The narrow hallway was empty. I could hear voices from the central chamber. A moment of solitude. I rubbed at my jaw, resolving for the hundredth time to shave someday soon. 

Not good. We were winning each battle with the manifold, but losing the war. Valeria was still in rough shape. Something important within her had been broken. Imogen was in bad shape as well. If Brielle, Emma, and Neveah all got shattered in the same way, what chances would we have of winning through all the way to Malkuth? We had to do better moving forward. Had to get the drop on the manifold. But how did you outwit something that could read the darkest depths of your soul, and animate your worst memories in such a way to break you?

I wasn’t sure, but I had to find out.

I crossed over to Brielle’s door. Knocked.

“Come in, Noah.”

“Huh,” I said, cracking open her door. “My knock that distinctive?”

“No.” She was sitting cross-legged on her bed, spine straight, hands on her knees, wearing just her underwear and a tunic. Her blade was across her lap, and candles were burning on a narrow shelf that was badly affixed to the wall. Her crimson mane smoldered like live coals as it fell down over her shoulders, and her gaze was sharp and predatory. “I’ve been expecting you.”

I stepped in, closed the door. “Which, given the sword, is kind of concerning.”

A smile. “Just meditating. But we need to talk. We’re going in tomorrow, aren’t we?”

“Yeah. It’s been five days. I don’t want to wait any longer.”

“Agreed. And we need to discuss how the manifold is going to attack me, and how we can best prepare for it.”

“Yep.” I sat on the edge of her bed. “Any thoughts?”

“It’s obvious. Don’t dance around it. It’ll strike at me through the memory of my sister.”

“That’s what I was thinking.”

Brielle frowned. “We’ve discussed this before. I’m not going to mince words. We’re both adults. Well, one of us is. Alessandra has cast a shadow over my life ever since she saved my home world. Her sacrifice, her… impossible heroism, using magics far beyond what she should have been able to cast, has been a yardstick against which I’ve always measured myself, and always come up short.”

I went to protest but she held up a hand.

“I’m not looking for comforting words. We’re speaking facts. What Alessandra did, who she was… I can’t compete with her. You didn’t know her. You can’t judge. But I did, and can, and can say with complete honesty that she was the better sibling. Hell, I don’t know if I’d have done the same thing even if I’d been able to. I…” She searched for the right words, staring through the bed, shaking her head slowly. “I want to live too badly. To die, to end this existence, to… I would have. I know I would have. But I’d have hesitated, and I’m sure she never did.”

“You don’t know that.”

“It doesn’t matter. The manifold will attack my feelings of inadequacy and shame. No doubt we’ll be sent back to my mother’s court. Alessandra might be there. And then the manifold will use her to strike at my feelings and break me. Does that sound about right?”

I nodded grudgingly. “I can’t think of anything else as painful or… deeply embedded in your psyche.”

“Right.” She drew a brisk breath and sat up a little straighter. “So, how do we deal with this attack? There we are at my mother’s court. I’m being shamed by my sister, or whatever. How do we pass the trial as quickly as possible?”

“Well, with Valeria and Imogen, they both had to profoundly accept some truth before they passed.” I rubbed at my stubbled jaw once more. “It wouldn’t have been enough for Valeria to say at the very outset what she learned at the end; she had to feel it, believe it, accept it in her heart. I’m guessing you’ll have to do the same.”

“Fine. All right. And what would you say I have to accept?”

“That you shouldn’t compare yourself to your sister. That she can be heroic, and you can also be heroic. That it’s not a case of one being better than the other. That… I don’t know. You’re as important and valuable as she is.”

Brielle went to retort and visibly bit back her words. Pursed her lips and closed her eyes, obviously restraining herself. Then sighed. “But. And here’s where we run into trouble. There are certain facts at play that cannot be denied. My big sister did save our home world. She did sacrifice herself heroically, buying us crucially needed time. Other than becoming your companion and giving you grief, what have I done that compares?”

I shifted my weight on her bed. “But that’s where you’re going wrong. You’re not supposed to tally up your accomplishments and weigh them against hers. You have to just let it go. Let her have done what she did, and let yourself be who you are.”

Brielle sighed. “That sounds wonderful, Noah. But as lovely as that ideal is, I’m talking facts. Are you asking me to simply not care that she was the better sister? Accept it, and make peace with her superiority?”

“No.” I swallowed my frustration, fought to keep my voice calm. “I’m saying, stop thinking of it in terms of who’s superior. Just be sisters. Just…” Now it was my turn to search for the right words. “Just love her for who she was, love yourself, and let the rivalry thing go.”

Brielle’s eyes glittered, and her smile was sharp with disdain. “Lovely. Very aspirational. Just like that.”

“No, Brielle, not ‘just like that.’ But you’re going into the manifold, right?”

She didn’t answer.

“So you’re going to have to deal with it. You can do that now, or you can do it in there when everything’s going to shit.”

She sighed and looked down at her blade, ran her finger along its edge. “This is the worst.”

“Yup. No arguments there.”

“All right. So I admit my sister was a noble and wonderful person, and don’t compare myself to her. I say - what - good for her? Good for our world? She did her own thing, and I’m doing mine.”

“That’s a start,” I said.

“But nothing in there is real?”

“No,” I said. “It’s all created by the manifold. Which means things won’t work as you expect them to, sometimes. Like, in Valeria’s trial, the chronology of things got messed up to fuck with her. In Imogen’s, the manifold created a role for me that I was forced into that I’m sure never existed in the real world. It’ll change things when and how it wants to make everything worse for you.”

“Can we just cut it apart and set the remains on fire?” Brielle’s smile was brittle. “This thing is pure evil.”

“It’s a tool, I guess. And the Elegiac Enigma’s the one using it. How about we cut him apart instead?”

“Deal,” said Brielle. “Though I guess I’ll be third in line.”

“Maybe fourth.”

We sat in silence for a spell, Brielle staring distractedly down at her blade. I watched her carefully. She was aware of the problem, but I knew she hadn’t solved it. That anger, that resentment, that shame, was still there. 

“Look,” I said. “Remember Bastion?”

“Yes, Noah. I recall Bastion.”

“And the card reading that Shalarra did for us?”

Brielle stiffened. “I recall that as well.”

“Remember the card that signified your past?”

“The Eight of Swords.” Her voice had turned positively frosty.

“What was it Shalarra said? It represented isolation, imprisonment, self-imposed restriction. That you’re trapped by your own thoughts and perspectives. This whole thing with Alessandra is your self-made prison, right? Shalarra said it out loud: you have to let go of your bindings to truly grow and move forward. That if you feel powerless, it’s an illusion: you’ve surrendered your power to another, and can take it back at any time.”

“So simple,” sneered Brielle. “Oh! I got it. Thanks, Noah. Everything’s fallen into place, and I’m a better, happier person now.”

“Fine. Mock me. Don’t listen. But you know what? When you step inside the manifold, it’s going to hit you with all this like a million bricks coming down on your head. It’s going to take your every memory, your darkest fears and doubts, and fucking rip into you with them. So, yeah.” I leaned back. “Go ahead and sneer at me. But you won’t be fucking sneering come tomorrow.”

And in that moment I realized my mistake. For the briefest of seconds, the disdain fell away from Brielle’s face, and I saw her fear. Then she sneered again and looked away.

“Fuck, look, I’m sorry,” I said. “This isn’t easy.” 

“No,” she said stiffly. “It’s not.”

“But it’s going to happen. So we have to do our best, right? And even your resistance right now proves that this is where the manifold will attack. Somehow it’ll weaponize your insecurity and shame here and make you want to do something horrible. The best we can do is be ready for that, so that when the moment comes, you recognize it.”

Brielle bit her lower lip. “Perhaps it will offer me the chance to take her place, hoping I’ll say no.”

“Maybe,” I said.

“Or… maybe I’ll be given a chance to betray my sister, prevent her from saving our world. No, that would be laughable. I’d never stop her from doing what she did.”

I waited, letting her ponder.

“But what I need to remember is that none of it is real. If I refuse to play according to its rules, I can set the terms.”

“Yeah…” I said, hesitating. “But we can still die in there. Or be cut off from our magic, or tortured, so… we can’t just act like we own the place.”

“But we don’t have to observe the norms,” said Brielle. “It won’t be my mother’s court. It will be a simulation. And if I keep that in mind, I can stop the manifold from trapping me.”

“Maybe.” I gave her an uneasy shrug. “I don’t really know, but yeah. That sounds like a good mindset to have. I think, at some points, Valeria lost sight of that. But Imogen didn’t.”

Brielle frowned. “The thought of going in there is making me nauseous.”

I eyed her. Let my eyes move over her bare legs, to where her tunic hung forward, revealing some cleavage. “We could just fuck our brains out so as to not think about it anymore.”

Brielle’s eyes widened, and then she laughed, at once delighted and surprised. “Really? That’s your plan for preparing for hell on earth? To fuck like animals?”

I shrugged. “I never claimed to be a tactical genius. And, I dunno. I think we’ve already covered the important stuff. Just endlessly circling at this point will hurt us more than help us. So - yeah. Wanna fuck?”

“Noah Kilmartin.” Brielle’s voice turned into a smoky purr as she set her blade aside. “Your manner of propositioning me lacks all sophistication. I’m going to ride you till you break.”

I leaned back onto my elbows and grinned at her. “Big words. Come over here and show me.”

Her smile was pure wickedness as she crawled over to me, prowling like a panther over my lap till her gorgeous face was but inches from my own, her hand moving down to my straining crotch. “Little boy, prepare for an education.”

“Little boy?” I looked meaningfully down at where her hand was massaging me. “You sure about that?”

Smiling still, her gray eyes glittering, she lowered her face to my crotch and slowly rubbed her cheek down my bulge. “Not bad, I suppose. If I had to categorize, I’d place you in the ‘adequate’ category.”

I slid my hand into her fiery hair, closed it into a fist, and pulled her head to the side, sitting forward as I did so. Her smile grew wider even as her eyes narrowed. “Well, that sounds like a fucking challenge.”

“Hmm,” she said. “Let’s see if you last more than ten minutes this time. Reach fifteen, and I’ll upgrade you to ‘mildly entertaining.’”

 I laughed, at once amused and outraged, and threw her down onto her stomach, pinning her in place with a hand between her shoulder blades as I took hold of her panties and tore them down her legs, revealing her perfectly sculpted ass, one cheek of which I took in my other hand and squeezed cruelly.

“Prepare to be royally reamed, princess,” I growled.

“Royally reamed?” She twisted around to look up at me. “Really?”

I grinned at her. “How else to describe what I’m about to do?”

“And what’s that, exactly?”

“I’m going to pound the shit out of your ass.”

“You what?!” Brielle squirmed out from underneath me as I cracked up, bringing her knees to her chest, and then punched me, hard in the chest. “Cad!”

“I thought you liked calling me a peasant,” I said, moving forward, driving her back before me. 

Something in her expression changed. A new kind of arousal as I pressed her down. A darker, more intense excitement. “Peasant.”

“This peasant’s going to fuck the shit out of you, princess.” I was over her now, propped up on one arm, my other hand taking a breast and squeezing it hard. “You want that?”

“Yes,” she whispered. “Fuck me, peasant.”

I moved my hand down her body, over her bare stomach that was fluttering with her short breaths, to cup her naked sex. “Tell me to fuck you.”

“Fuck me,” she moaned as I began to tease her, explore her, finger her.

“Beg me to fuck your royal pussy.”

Her voice was husky now, barely a whisper. “Fuck… fuck my royal pussy.”

“As you command, my princess,” I said, and slid my pants down, pulling my cock free. “As you command.”

 

Chapter 23

 

 

 

Our departure the next morning was a somber affair. Before sitting to meditate, everyone embraced Brielle, something she accepted with barely restrained annoyance. When Little Meow made to do so, Brielle stepped back, hand raised.

“Look. I appreciate the solicitude. But I’m not going to let that machine dictate my own personal torment. I plan to play this game on my own terms. With a little luck, Noah and I will be back shortly. So really. There’s very little to be worried about.”

I saw Valeria and Imogen exchange glances, but they both chose to be silent.

“So,” said Brielle, forcing a smile. “Shall we get to it?”

“Luck,” said Emma. She tried for a smile, and failed. “I’ll be here, all right?”

“Thank you,” said Brielle, tone brisk. “I appreciate that. Now. Time to revisit court. And oh, won’t they be surprised as to how I’ve changed.”

“Ready?” said Imogen, sitting cross-legged.

“Ready,” I said. I patted Shard once for good luck, took a deep breath, and deliberately pushed away the terror that sought to climb up my spine. 

“More than ready,” said Brielle, sitting down facing us both, so that we formed a triangle.

In short order we met within my reservoir, and from there followed Imogen as she dove down through the manifold’s shifting cloudscapes, plunging at precipitous speeds toward that ever more familiar island in its center. 

The Guardian regarded us with little curiosity as we alighted on the grass. Brielle’s confidence appeared strained as she regarded the archway, but then she forced a smile to return and hugged Imogen tight.

Have some of my favorite pie ready for when I return tonight, she said.

I will, said Imogen. I could see an ocean of misgiving in her eyes, but she opted to say nothing. Turning to me, she hugged me tight and whispered in my ear, Take care of her. Take care of yourself. And most importantly: come back to us.

I will, I promised. I didn’t smile. This was my third time round. There was nothing to smile about. I’ll be back.

And part of me wished Emma was with us to hear the Arnie quote, but it was a small part, an ever diminishing part of the old Noah who was disappearing under the weight of his scars, trauma, and experience.

Brielle brushed her hair back, turned to the archway, and extended her hand to me without looking in my direction. Let’s do it.

Let’s. I took her hand, and together we stepped forward, moving up to the shifting clouds of fire. A deep breath, thoroughly unnecessary in this spirit form, and then together, we stepped through, Brielle’s grip turning iron hard at the last moment.

As before, the transition was immediate. One moment we were stepping through the portal, the next we stood, hand in hand, in a grand court, just as Brielle had predicted.

What she’d failed to prepare me for, however, was how literally awesome it would be. To call the grand hall in which we stood ‘palatial’ would be an insult. I’m talking columns of rose marble as large as redwoods, rising twenty or more yards to the vaulted ceilings that were painted with breathtaking frescoes and murals. Everything gleamed as if wet, and the space was large enough for giants to have hobnobbed in comfort.

But it wasn’t the scale of the place. It wasn’t the huge throne carved from what had probably been the universe’s largest ruby. Nor the crowds of gorgeously dressed courtiers, the phalanxes of guards, the rows of musicians playing music from a raised gallery, nor even the great circular rose window above the throne through which sunlight poured in a thousand colored hues, bringing a burning blade to tear-jerking life: it was the huge arcade to our left that opened up to a vast valley that stole my breath.

We were clearly atop some kind of peak, for the view was unparalleled. A majestic mountain range framed the beautifully wooded slopes in which countless small villages nestled, silver waterfalls and slender rivers running past them, down to a great azure lake in the valley’s center, a bustling city clustered around one end, a hundred sailboats with crimson sails scattered across its surface.

It was like being clobbered in the back of the head by the most beautiful case of sensory overload all at once.

I’d barely time to register all this, to try and take it all in, when Brielle lowered herself into a curtsy.

“Greetings, Queen Mother.” Her voice was rich with hilarity, as if she’d just heard the world’s most marvelous joke.

Tearing my gaze from the vista, I saw that a crowned woman had risen from the ruby throne, her hair platinum and draped over her shoulders, her face fascinating in its similarity to Brielle, her form clad in what might have been the world’s most intricate and expensive gown. She was staring at Brielle in shock, a shock that was mirrored across the crowd on countless faces. Guards, nobles, notables, advisors, chancellors - they all gaped as Brielle rose, her smile impish, her eyes sparkling.

“Princess Brielle,” said her mother, voice steeped in disapproval. “How dare -”

Then Brielle drew the slender court blade which hung from her hip, pointed it at the throne, and unleashed a vast, roaring ball of flame right at the queen.

I was having trouble keeping up, and could only stand there and gape as people screamed, as guards raced forward to interpose themselves between Brielle and her mother, as dresses caught fire, as figures turned to black, shimmering dolls within Brielle’s attack.

It was a blast like I’d never seen her deliver. Thirty yards it unfurled between us and the ruby throne, like some vast dragon’s breath, a streaming, churning, endless deluge of crimson and fury, engulfing her mother in its center, obscuring her completely within its vermillion heart.

“Brielle!” My shout was about five seconds way too late. “What the fuck -”

Brielle narrowed her eyes, pouring more power into the ongoing blast, her grin cutting across her features. “I’m not going to play this game,” I heard her say over the roar. “Not even going to start it.”

A dozen wards flickered into place through the crowd just as Brielle swept her blade to the left, bathing fifty or so courtiers and noblewomen in fire. A score lay twisted and blackened between her and the throne, but my eyes leapt to where Queen Althanas stood, her form bathed in a pale white sphere, the ward having stopped Brielle’s attack cold.

Brielle saw the same thing, and with a snarl brought her blade back around - only to freeze, the fire dying away, as a figure stepped out from behind the throne.

Alessandra.

It had to be. Poised, elegant, wearing a white backless dress that accentuated her gorgeous figure, she exuded the same regal manner that I’d grown accustomed to with Brielle. But her face - god damn. She didn’t have Brielle’s imperious beauty, her haughty disdain, but was altogether something else, her features open, radiating charm and compassion, her lips glistening with subtle lipstick, her eyes the same smoky gray.

She was the sunshine to Brielle’s darkness, her shoulders squared, her posture open and commanding. It was too easy to imagine her laughing, to see her relaxed amongst friends, to sense her confidence, her self-assurance.

But now she was furious, staring at Brielle in shock and horror, her hand raised as she powered the ward that protected her mother, the queen.

“Brielle!” Queen Althanas’ cry shook the very vaults of the hall. “What madness - how dare - seize her!”

Brielle’s face had turned bone white at the sight of her sister, but now she regained control of herself, spinning her blade about once, twice, and settling into a guarded crouch. “None of you are real,” she snarled. “So I’ll feel no remorse in cutting you down.”

I just didn’t know what the fuck to do. The entrance to the grand hall was an easy forty or fifty yards behind us, with a phalanx of what were no doubt royal guards before it. Heavily armored guards in full plate were moving toward us, blades drawn. If I’d had access to Manipura, I’d have grabbed Brielle and flown us out the arcade to our left and down into the valley - but I couldn’t. 

Attack? Try to reason? It was all happening too fast, and already a score of people had been killed.

The time for talking was over. 

“Why did you do this?” demanded Alessandra, her face expressing her rich horror. “Innocents, Brielle! Why did you kill them?”

“You’re not real!” shouted Brielle, sounding for all the world like a lunatic. “So no, I’ll not argue with you. Let us go, or I’ll cut you down in turn!”

The guards formed a circle about us, clearly wary of Brielle’s flames. Their plate armor would no doubt protect them from the brunt of her attacks, but I could imagine how wary they were of being superheated within those thick metallic plates.

“Madness,” whispered Queen Althanas. “Utter madness. By the Source and the Prime Maker.”

“Ready Noah?” Brielle flashed me a grin, regaining some of her composure. “Time to give the manifold an even bigger headache.”

“I think not.” These quiet words cut across the moans and cries and stilled every conversation. A man stepped out of the crowd, and right away I just knew he was a magus of extraordinary power. It was an instinctive thing. The very air seemed to hum in his presence, as if reality itself were terrified of his approach. His eyes were like those of a great cat, alien and piercing and utterly terrifying; when his gaze passed over me I had to steel myself from stepping back.

Only two people had every hit me so hard with their presence: Blindness and Jana, and both had been figures of incredible power.

And if that weren’t enough, Brielle’s reactions confirmed it. Her blade sagged, her eyes widened, and she rose out of her crouch, turning pale all over again.

“Enough of this madness,” said the man, his voice strangely accented. “Put the blade down, Brielle.” 

His voice resonated with power, and to my surprise, Brielle dropped her sword. It clanged against the marble. 

Psyche-imperium.

“Who the hell is that?” I hissed. 

“The Wandering Magus,” said Brielle, sounding dazed. 

“Oh.” Brielle had only briefly mentioned him. The man who’d helped her great, great, great grandfather seize power. Who’d helped her great grandfather or something connect with Bastion. Who’d led the effort to garrison the great tower in anticipation of Lilith’s assaults. 

A man so legendary I’d only been able to picture him as itinerant Gandalf.

But the man before me was very, very real. Square of face, with a strong jaw, he looked more a warrior than a magus; his face was blunt and strong, his nose broad, his cheeks hard and angular. His black hair was cut short, but the temples were white, the only indication beyond the depths to his gaze that he’d been alive for at least two centuries. 

“This isn’t what it looks like,” I said, stepping forward with my hands raised. “I’m sorry, there’s been a serious misunderstanding.”

“There is nothing to misunderstand here, stranger,” said the queen. “My daughter has gone mad. Magus, if you would be so kind. Remove her from my sight. Her friend as well.”

“As you command,” said the Wandering Magus. “Neither of you are to resist me in any way. Do not seek to use your powers or magics. Do not initiate any action unless I command you to do so. Follow me.”

And like that I once again felt the iron bands of psyche-imperium clamp around me, severing my connection to my reservoir once more, reducing my will to a castrated thing that could only look to the Magus for instruction.

But where the abbess’s power back at Imogen’s academy had been like iron chains, the Magus’ will was so complete and total that I couldn’t even feel the resistance. Couldn’t even try to fight his commands so as to get a sense of his power. My subjugation was utter and total to his words, and it terrified me.

We followed him mutely through the crowd, people sobbing and glaring, others hurrying to attend the wounded, people crying out in pain, guards shouting for help. Alessandra and Queen Althanas tracked our departure, but soon enough we left them all behind. Followed the Magus into a hallway, down a flight of stairs, and to a suite of rooms which reminded me of my own quarters back on Bastion, so long ago.

Broad balconies let out to the view of the valley. The sheer scale of the rooms dwarfed the large pieces of elegant furniture, all of which had the air of antiques, heavily waxed, yet built to last an eternity. I glimpsed a bed chamber through an alcove, a huge bath through a second, a private waiting room on the far side. 

“You are not to leave these rooms, nor are you to attempt to escape in any way. You shall not attempt to disobey the spirit of my words by merely adhering to the literal interpretation, and you shall not through inaction allow yourselves to be removed from these chambers either. You are to answer any question put to you honestly, and volunteer any information you believe could possibly be of use to those who interrogate you.”

His words seared the air. Good god, the power the man wielded beggared the mind. Even Blindness was nothing compared to him. I stood there, not even trembling, and stared at him, trying to gauge the man’s nature, to even guess at the extent of his powers, but could read nothing in his alien eyes.

“Your interrogation shall begin soon,” he said. “Until then, you can relax and act naturally within the constraints of my commands. I shall return shortly.”

And with a flair of his cloak, he turned and strode from the room, not even bothering to close the door behind him.

Sweat prickled my brow, and when he left I sank into the closest chair, knees going weak. Brielle did the same, taking a few steps to lower herself onto a couch.

“It feels so real,” whispered Brielle. “I never thought it would be like this. And his power - it’s real as well.”

“Of course it’s real,” I said harshly. “Or real enough not to matter. Weren’t you listening? Didn’t you hear anything I said back in Tagimron?”

“I did,” she said, voice still wondering, eyes large and blank. “But I thought… I thought it would feel… illusory, on some level, like a mirage, and that if I attacked it hard enough, I could shatter the spell…”

“Great thinking,” I said. “I mean, yes, who knows what the fuck the manifold was going to do to us, what it had in store, but now none of that matters. Now we’re going to be interrogated without a chance of resisting. Wait. Your kingdom - does it believe in torture?”

“No,” said Brielle, trying to rouse herself. “We don’t. But with the Magus here, they won’t need to torture us. Whatever he tells us to do, we’ll do.”

“Fuck. Fuck!” I rose to my feet and began to pace. “We’ve been here, what? Five minutes? And we’re already totally screwed. Now what?”

“I’m sorry,” said Brielle, her voice shaking. “I’m so sorry. I thought I was doing the right thing. I never thought the Magus would be here. He left when I was young, and never returned -”

“Don’t you get it?” I turned on her. “You keep saying this isn’t real, but then talk as if you think it is. There’s no reason the Magus couldn’t be here. No reason Lilith herself couldn’t walk into the room to make us a deal. Anything can happen here. Anything that can help the manifold break us. There’s only reason and logic as far as it will help the manifold do so.”

Brielle simply stared at me, face pale. 

I sighed and sat down again, burying my face in my hands. “Whatever the manifold had planned, it’s changed course now. That’s for sure. Maybe the Magus wasn’t even here till you forced the manifold to summon him so as to control you.”

I heard her swallow.

Dropped my hands to my lap. “What does the law here say happens to a princess who goes nuts and kills twenty members of court?”

Brielle was reeling, but forced herself to focus. “I - it’s never happened before. But it would depend mostly on my mother’s will and that of the Prime Judges. I - I’d guess execution, or imprisonment for life if they’re feeling generous.”

“Great. There’s no rule saying the manifold has to break us under a set amount of time.” I stood up again, unable to stay still. “What if we’re kept imprisoned till you break?”

“But Valeria and Imogen were out of there’s in a month or less.”

“So? There are no rules. We could be here years. Decades! Who the fuck knows?”

Brielle’s brow furrowed and I saw her clench her jaw.

“OK, what’s done is done. Now we have to think. Anything the Magus didn’t…” And my throat simply closed, preventing me from speaking. I coughed, grabbed at my neck, and finally inhaled. “What the hell?”

Brielle’s smile was grim. “Even talking about escape goes against his orders. We can’t discuss it.”

“Fuck.” The full severity of our problem was just starting to make itself known to me. If we couldn’t talk about escape, if we couldn’t betray the spirit of his commands, then there was nothing we could do. “Looks like we’re going to have to sit tight. Is it normal for prisoners to be kept in such lavish rooms?”

“For me? Yes. I’m a Princess of the Islandis line. They would never put me in a common cell.”

“Not so much protection for me, then.”

“You didn’t technically do anything.”

“True. Other than stand there and gape.”

Brielle tried for a smile. “Typical.”

“Right.” Humor was a little beyond me at this point. I wandered over to the balcony and stared out at the view. Even in my current mind frame, I couldn’t deny its breathtaking beauty. “So you grew up here?”

“Yes.”

“Reminds me of Bastion.”

“Not a coincidence. A lot of the later development there was modeled on our palace.”

“Really.” I folded my arms, watching a pair of eagles ride thermals below us. “Your family really has been key to the resistance.”

“Yes. Somebody had to be. And with the Magus’ help, we were in a position to spearhead the resistance.”

“Tell me about this Wandering Magus. You’ve never talked about him in detail before.” I turned away from the view to focus on her. “What’s his deal?”

“His deal?” Brielle blew out her cheeks. “I wish I could tell you more. Growing up, he was more legend than fact. I was too young to be told anything substantive, and after he left the last time, he sort of faded from my thinking. We all hoped he’d come back - especially when Lilith’s portal started to open - but he didn’t.”

“So what do you know?”

“He’s more powerful than anybody I’ve ever met. I think he’s mastered every sanskara. I don’t know for how long he’s been alive. His appearance, apparently, was the same when he helped my ancestors take the burning throne as it was the last time he was seen. There’s a famous portrait that my great, great grandfather commissioned of them both; it’s from that that I recognized him today.”

“He sounds more like a god than a person.”

“He might as well be. Honestly, Noah. If the manifold is going to simulate the Magus’ true abilities, we’re…”

“Fucked.” I fought down a rising sense of panic. “But there’s got to be more. His personality. Things he’s focused on in the past.”

“Sure. I could tell you in detail our history and involvement with Bastion. But he’s a larger-than-life figure. He never gave public addresses, never assumed a public office, never wrote anything down. He would appear for a few years, embed himself in current affairs from behind the scenes, ensure that our efforts were being appropriately directed, and then leave. Nobody knew where he’d go. Did he stay in our nation? Leave to travel the world? Between worlds? That’s what I’ve always assumed. Given how he led our efforts to open a permanent gate to Bastion, I’ve always thought it made sense that he traveled between planets. And who is to say we were his only project? That he wasn’t working with countless governments and nations across the Tree of Life, trying to awaken all those different civilizations to Lilith’s threat?”

“Right.” I sat down heavily, elbows on knees, and stared at the floor. “So we’re at the mercy of an inscrutable being of godlike power. We can’t even talk about trying to escape because he’s caught us so firmly in his net. What would you guess would happen next, then, given our situation?”

“An interrogation, as he said. It will be short, as we’ll be compelled to tell him the truth.”

I winced. “And so we’ll tell him about the manifold.”

“And they’ll judge us insane.”

“You guys have insane asylums?”

“Not as such, no. The mentally ill were either placed in care hospices run by the Eventuallers, or if they were wealthy, kept in private homes far from the public eye. Mental illness is seen as a curse. A sign of the Source’s displeasure.”

“Great.” 

We sat in silence for a spell. 

“I really fucked up, didn’t I?” asked Brielle, voice small.

“Well.” I tried really, really hard to be positive. “It’s a very different situation than I’d imagined we’d be in.”

“I just… I thought if I could change the stakes radically, if I could break us out of the manifold’s spiderweb, then we’d have it on the defensive, unable to apply the same pressures it meant to bring upon my… limitations.”

“And when did you come up with this plan? And why didn’t you tell me?”

Brielle looked down. “It occurred to me when we emerged in my mother’s court. It was… an impulse. A reaction. But it fit my desires to not be manipulated so neatly…”

“Huh.” I rubbed at my chin. “I wonder if the manifold was counting on that?”

Brielle narrowed her eyes. “How could it? I didn’t know I intended to act in such manner until I arrived here.”

“I don’t know. But I’m sure the moment you stepped through the archway it read the state of your mind. Maybe… could it have set this all up just so you’d lash out and attack in such manner?”

“To what end?” asked Brielle. “How is it going to break me now that I’ve ruined its illusion of being a mirror of my past?”

“I don’t know. But don’t underestimate this thing. One constant I’ve noticed is that every time you feel you’ve got an edge over it, the manifold uses your confidence against you. Neither Valeria nor Imogen were able to escape its test. So… I don’t know. Maybe you did throw it a curveball, and it’s now going to have to scramble to adapt. Or maybe it read your mind in that instant and placed us in that court situation just so you’d lash out, get us arrested by the Magus…”

“But again, to what end? How does being arrested by the Magus lead to my emotional collapse?”

“I guess we’ll find out. Just… don’t get complacent, yeah? Let’s not assume any of this is accidental just yet.”

“All right.” Brielle took a deep breath and smoothed down the fabric of her beautiful court dress. “We’re not defeated yet.”

“That’s the spirit,” I said, but the words were almost mechanical.

Perhaps ten minutes later we heard the sound of approaching footsteps. Three or four people, I guessed, and rose to my feet as Queen Althanas entered the room, followed by Alessandra and the Wandering Magus. 

Their faces were grave, the queen’s ashen. Brielle rose slowly to her feet, radiating wariness. For the hell of it, I gave my best courtly bow, and stepped back.

“The sole purpose of this interrogation will be to understand just what caused you to murder seven of my most trusted noblemen and courtiers,” said the queen, voice icy. “Your fate is already determined by your actions, but Alessandra has convinced me to discover the why of it all.”

“Of course,” said Brielle, voice as sardonic as I’d ever heard it. “Thank you, dear sister.”

Alessandra narrowed her eyes and said nothing.

“Why, Brielle?” The queen’s icy reserve nearly cracked. “Why did you kill so many innocents?”

The Magus’ command came back to me: You are to answer any question put to you honestly, and volunteer any information you believe could possibly be of use to those who interrogate you.

Brielle began to speak, her sarcasm falling away. “I believe that all of this - the palace, yourself, everyone in it - is a simulation created by a mechanism that once powered the teleportation gates between Tagimron and the rest of the Tree of Life. The purpose of the simulation is to break me, and thus I took the offensive by attacking your court so as to stymie its ability to do so.”

None of them - not even the Magus - had expected that answer. 

For a moment Brielle’s words hung in the air, and then the queen turned to the Magus.

“She truly believes this?”

“Yes,” said the Magus, his gaze boring into Brielle. “Astonishing, but she does. Tagimron? Are you saying that you are currently in the former sphere of Tiphareth?”

“Yes,” said Brielle. Then, her unwillingness apparent, she continued. “I journeyed here as a companion to the tenth savior, Noah Kilmartin, by way of Ghogiel.”

“Tenth savior?” The queen sounded as if her throat had suddenly closed up. “What are you talking about? What madness is this? The current savior is the seventh.” Again she turned to the Magus in confusion and fear.

“Are you Brielle of Islandis?” asked Alessandra, voice clear and strong. 

“Yes,” said Brielle, voice equally authoritative.

Alessandra hesitated. “Are you my sister?”

“I don’t know,” said Brielle, “insofar as you are an illusion created by the manifold. I have a sister that looked just like you. But she is dead, and you are nothing but my memory.”

“Dead?” asked Alessandra. “How did I die?”

“You sacrificed yourself to close a gate that Lilith was opening to our world.” And I heard the thickening of Brielle’s voice. Even if she believed this was an illusion of her former sister, how hard was it to speak of this to her memory? 

Alessandra had turned pale. “Did I… did I succeed?”

“Yes,” managed Brielle, and looked away. “You did.”

“I don’t understand any of this,” said the queen. “What is going on?”

“Something very interesting,” said the Magus, moving to sit in an armchair. “Let us probe a little deeper. Who is your companion?”

“He is Noah Kilmartin,” said Brielle, “the tenth savior.”

Everyone turned to stare at me. I managed a hard smile. “Hi there.”

“Is that true?” asked the queen. “You are the tenth savior as chosen by the Source, and have passed the Five Trials?”

“Yep.” I gave a curt nod. “True.”

“But how?” the queen put her hand to her cheek as she stared at me in wonder. “Are you from the future, then?”

“Time travel is not possible,” said the Magus. “Or, it shouldn’t be.”

“I’m not from the future,” I said. “I’m from the present. You are in my present as well, it’s just that, well, you’re not real.”

“This manifold,” said the Magus. “Tell me about it. How is it ‘simulating’ us, as you say?”

“It’s an incredibly powerful machine,” I said. “One was used in each of Tiphareth’s permanent portals to connect it to the other spheres. When it became Tagimron, Lilith shut down the portals and upon capturing Chokmah and turning it into Ghogiel, she squeezed off the flow of the Source to the rest of the Tree of Life. The people of Tagimron began to starve, and so some sage or other repurposed the manifolds to produce food and drink from the little source power that still trickled into the sphere.”

“Fascinating,” said the Magus. “And how have you entered the manifold, as you call it? How are you in this simulation?”

“The Elegiac Enigma, Lilith’s primary operative in Tagimron, has placed lead circles in the brow of each of my companions,” I said. “The only way for us to leave this sphere and progress toward Malkuth is to turn those circles into gold by passing the trials set for us within the manifolds. This is Brielle’s trial.”

The Magus sat forward. “So you have entered the manifold?”

“Yes. One of my companions was able to pierce its outer spiritual shell and lead us to its center in spirit form. There we found a Guardian and a portal. Passing through the portal brought us here.”

I felt lightheaded, almost exhilarated from saying everything so baldly. But then again, what did it matter? I was only telling the manifold what it already knew. It was just so strange to share these deep secrets with someone - anyone - so openly.

“Magus?” Queen Althanas turned to him. “Could you translate that, please?”

“First, I want to ascertain a few more facts,” said the Magus. “They clearly believe all this, but that is in and of itself the limitation of psyche-imperium: you can only force each person to speak what they believe to be true, not voice the actual truth if it differs from their beliefs. Thus, I first want to investigate to see if they are corrupted by Lilith in some novel manner, or have been led through a mind-altering oneiromantic journey, or any other number of more likely possibilities.”

Alessandra nodded. “All much more likely than our being… simulations.”

“True. This will take me but a few minutes. Brielle, Noah, lie down and go to sleep.”

I slipped out of my chair, lay on the floor, closed my eyes, and slept.

A moment later I opened my eyes. How long had I been out? From the angle of light spilling in from the balconies, not long. I sat up. The queen, her eldest daughter, and the Wandering Magus were all where they’d been before. Brielle was rising from the floor as well.

“Most strange,” murmured the Magus. “No signs of corruption. What’s more, he clearly is a savior.”

“You can tell?” I asked, sitting gingerly back in my chair.

“Oh yes. Even a quick delving into your mind reveals as much. Though you are in sorry shape.” His grin was rueful. “It’s not been an easy road for you, has it?”

“No,” I said, and then laughed. “That’s one way to put it.”

“So you believe us?” asked Brielle. 

“To a degree.” The Magus sat back. “It’s possible that I am ensorcelled and trapped within my own oneiromantic prison. Or that one of my rivals has developed a new form of Lilith’s magic that allows them to deceive us in this way. An advanced form of Harmiel, perhaps, combined with Aluthiel or Fassathiim. But if that’s the case, then it will reveal itself in due time.”

“Can they be correct?” asked Alessandra. “Are we… not real?”

“No,” said the Magus. “That is the least likely option.”

I sagged in disappointment. 

“Because,” said the Magus, “I am familiar with these ‘manifolds’ as Noah calls them. They are more commonly called Birthstars, and are indeed artifacts of immense power. They are used in teleportation gates due to their affinity with every point of the Tree of Life; they, in some fashion, all of the Tree of Life contained within themselves, mirrors of reality that thus allow people to pass through them and into other points of the universe.”

The Magus stirred in his seat. “It is speculated that Birthstars are seeds, seeds that will blossom into new Trees of Life when this one is destroyed by Lilith. At that point, when everything has contracted to a single point, and Lilith floats in the eye of the Source, truly alone and with nothing left to corrupt, she will look around and see that only the Birthstars will remain. They will float around her, waiting, and in that moment will the universe’s only true miracle take place: Lilith will repent, and her fundamental nature will change. She will select a Birthstar and water it with her tears; that star will blossom into a new reality, one over which Lilith will act as the Source. And in that Birthstar a new Lilith will be born, to raise the flag of defiance against her maker, and begin the cycle anew.”

“Whoa,” I said, standing up and backing away. “You’re shitting me.”

“I shit you not,” said the Magus with a wry smile.

“You’re saying… that the Source is the previous universe’s Lilith?”

“That is what is believed amongst my brethren,” said the Magus. “And I can assure you, we have put a lot of thought into it.”

“And that Lilith is destined to win?” I ran my hands through my hair in near panic. “That it happens every time?”

“Eventually. Inevitably. Yes. Entropy cannot be stopped. All systems decay. That is the most fundamental law of the universe. Perhaps not today, perhaps not a thousand years from now, but one day, yes. Lilith will conquer Kether, shall topple the tower of Bastion, and all life and light and hope shall be extinguished.”

“Shit,” I said, sitting down and staring out into the middle distance. “And how do we know this isn’t when it happens? That this isn’t… it?”

“We don’t,” said the Magus. “We can never know. Which is why we must always fight her as hard as we can, so that we can delay that inevitability for as long as possible.”

“The Source is Lilith?” I kept trying to wrap my mind around it. “From before? Does that mean the Lilith the current Source struggled against is out there, too?”

“Yes,” said the Magus. “And the one before that, and so on. Each enveloping the next with love and pity. Some say that when Lilith repents, she merges with the Source, renewing its vigor and interest in life, bringing in effect a rebirth for the prime mover. Others that we are the center of an infinity of concentric Sources, with all of their attention focused on us. Endlessly reiterating the same dance and song of creation, forever.”

“You’ve never spoken of this before,” said the queen. “Why now?”

“Because something truly bizarre is afoot. I am coming to believe that this Brielle and Noah are telling the truth - or a truth. They are indeed what they represent, but from another reality. And the Birthstar has brought them into ours, the one contained within its breast. Which means that these two are tethers to the next layer of reality, which… is exceptionally intriguing.”

“Wait,” I said. “If you exist, like really exist, inside the manifold - or Birthstar, or whatever - then how are you even alive and here? Why aren’t you waiting for Lilith to repent and bring you into existence? Shouldn’t you just be, like, formless void and energy, waiting for her to set your universe’s clock ticking?”

“Young man.” And fuck me if the Magus’ smile wasn’t at once the most kind and patronizing smile I’d ever receive. “You believe the universe unfolds according to the fourth dimension?”

“The fourth - you mean time? I - yes?” I glanced at Brielle. Wasn’t that obvious?

“You have yet to transcend your own senses. When you do - if you do - you will realize that time is but a construct that we utilize so as to bring patterns to the omnipresent now that is all of creation. Your consciousness is traveling along the stream of time, but that doesn’t mean the stream doesn’t exist ahead of you, nor that it has disappeared behind. Everything that has ever happened already exists. The moment when your Lilith devours the universe is happening now. When she repents: now. When my Birthstar blossoms - the same. Every moment in the untold millennia that it takes to bring me into being - those all exist simultaneously. Your now has simply been aligned - temporarily, if you’ll forgive the term - with my own.”

I tried to sort that all out in my head. “So, time travel. You said that doesn’t happen.”

“It’s complicated. You cannot truly leave your own timeline. Wherever you go, whatever you do, it is part of your stream. You never leave it. But through a Birthstar, you can be brought into its own universe of timelines, and there cross with another. It is not the same as going back in time within your reality, but simply intersecting with an alternate dimension, if you will, without ever leaving your own.”

Brielle was frowning fiercely. “Which is why our bodies are still living and waiting for us back in Tagimron.”

“Precisely. You have dived deep into this Birthstar, and it has chosen when to place you within its own timestreams. But you have not left your own. Your own continues on apace. But. And this is where things get really interesting. Your timestream currently forms a bridge between your reality and mine. You are, while you remain here, a bridge. You will be pulled back, out of the Birthstar, and returned to your world at some point, will you not?”

“If we pass our trial,” I said.

“Which leads me to wonder… I’ve only ever heard of timestreams diving into Birthstars. But what if ours could dive out, following you into your own reality?”

I didn’t know what to say. 

“Why would you do that?” asked Alessandra. It was - or would be, if I wasn’t currently having my mind blown - fascinating to observe how her expression of fierce concentration was similar to Brielle’s. 

“Every reality has a set amount of energy within it. The fundamental law is that entropy wins. Energy tends to decay. Everything moves toward heat death. You cannot introduce new energy into a closed system.” The Magus raised his finger. “But what if we could bring someone like myself out of a Birthstar to oppose her? Birthstars have hitherto for always been self-contained, hermetically sealed. But if we were to find a way to open one, and to allow me to enter your reality, then two Wandering Magus’ would oppose Lilith at once.”

“Could you go further?” asked Alessandra. “Find other Birthstars, bring yourself out of them, too?”

“Unlikely. I could feasibly enter another Birthstar - it has been done - but to then locate myself across the breadth of its dimensions and timestreams? It would be akin to seeking out a single grain of sand in all the oceans that ever were in all the worlds that ever existed. I’d die long before I could come close. But!” And here his energy sparked anew. “Our Birthstar has seen fit to connect us here and now. We need not search. The work has been done for us. Just as we opened a portal to Bastion, perhaps we could open a portal to this higher reality. And instead of fighting our Lilith’s alone, perhaps we could join forces, two Bastions against one Lilith, and thus cast her so far back that we might in effect imprison her, or delay her eventual triumph for so long that in effect it might never happen…”

Everybody stared at him in wonder and amazement. 

“We could do that?” asked Alessandra. “Travel to this higher reality…?”

“I don’t know.” The Magus smiled. “But it’s a fascinating conceit, is it not? And one worth investigating.”

“But what of our own time frame?” protested Alessandra. “If we deplete this reality of its forces, and win the war in another… realm - then won’t we be leaving our home here undefended?”

“Think of it as a war,” said the Magus, tone kindly. “We join our forces to defeat a powerful enemy on the left flank. With her crushed, we then bring both forces to defeat the enemy on our right.”

“We’d come back,” said Alessandra. “And with help.”

“Precisely. Imagine! If we can find the seventh savior, and bring him with us - what chance would Lilith stand against the tenth and seventh if they fought together?”

My head was spinning. I badly wanted a drink. “This… is a lot to process.”

“Assuredly,” said the Magus. “But for now, it’s enough to stay your execution. Agreed, my queen?”

“Agreed,” said the queen, clearly fighting her own bewilderment. “I will stay the trial for now as we… investigate this matter further.”

“Agreed. I shall leave my current set of psyche-imperium instructions in place as I ponder this matter further, and will only add that you must obey the commands of Queen Althanas and Princess Alessandra as if they came from myself. There are several tomes I wish to consult, and other sages I will want to speak with. If my guesses are correct, then this could be an event of universal importance.”

“You really are the savior?” asked Alessandra, staring at me with awe. “Sorry. A savior?”

“Yeah,” I said. “Got the sword and everything to prove it.”

“Then I have been remiss. Pardon me.” She rose to her feet only to sink into a deep curtsy. “It is an honor to meet the chosen one.”

“Oh, spare me,” said Brielle, rolling her eyes.

The queen stood, and on reflex so did we all. “I have much to ponder as well.” She was staring at Brielle. “So this is not my daughter.”

“She is and she isn’t,” said the Magus. “She is a daughter of yours, if not your specific daughter.”

“I see. Very well. Alessandra?” And the queen swept out of the room.

“You are not loved in our world,” said Alessandra, considering Brielle with an inscrutable look. “But perhaps you are different from the Brielle I know. Goodbye.” She turned to me. “Savior.” And followed after her mother.

The Magus stepped forward to stand before me. He was like a great oaken door, solid and unyielding, and in his eyes I thought I saw hints of the mysteries he understood, the mind-bending truths he had absorbed. He placed a hand on my shoulder. “It is good to meet you, Noah Kilmartin. I believe this is the beginning of something very, very special.”

He looked sidelong to Brielle. “Princess.”

And with that, he turned and left the room.

I fell back into my chair and stared at Brielle. “What the fuck just happened?”

 

Chapter 24

 

 

 

Brielle and I spent the next hour in fruitless conversation, trying to understand and dissect everything that the Magus had said to no avail. I didn’t have enough context to judge, and she was too preoccupied to indulge in metaphysical discussions. 

“What I want to know is, do you think he’s right?” Brielle had been pacing, biting the corner of her thumbnail, utterly unable to rest. “About their being real people from another universe. Another reality.”

I shrugged uneasily. “It sounded convincing? And if anybody would know it would be this Magus guy, right?”

“But if it is real, then I just murdered so many innocent people. By the Source, I’m going to be sick.”

“Look, what’s the one thing we know? That we’re still in the manifold, right? And it’ll do or say anything to trick us. Maybe this is all part of its ploy.”

“Maybe.” She reached the far end of the room and turned. “But… it all feels so compelling. Secrets behind the universe, behind its logic. And wouldn’t a Birthstar know this better than anybody else?”

“Maybe,” I said. “Maybe not. But as long as we’re here, I’m going to keep my guard up.”

“Fine. Yes. But… never mind.”

She was crossing the doorway when a figure appeared in its archway. Alessandra. Brielle didn’t see her, passed before her, walked to the far wall, and only when she turned did she catch sight of her sister, standing there in silence, watching her.

And her expression. It was half wondering, half heartbreak. Nothing like I’d have expected. 

“Big sister,” said Brielle, voice tense.

“Bri. Wait. Did I call you that in your reality?”

“Yes,” said Brielle, voice even tenser. “But you stopped when I was ten. My request.”

“Fair enough. Um. I was wondering if we could talk? I’ve so many questions. About you, about your version of our world, about - our future, I guess.”

Brielle drew herself upright. “You can command me to do whatever you like, apparently.”

“I don’t want to command you. I’m asking. Can we talk?”

And I saw fear in Brielle’s face. Subtle, but there. The barest flicker in her eyes. Like she wanted to be anywhere else but here.

“Sure. I suppose.”

“Then can you follow me?”

Brielle’s smile was cutting. “Only if you command me to.”

“Fair enough. Let’s give that a shot. Follow me, Brielle.”

And both women left the room, exchanging wary looks, to leave me all alone.

Fuck. 

My thoughts were febrile. I wandered the suite for a few minutes, looking for something to distract myself with, and ended up by the bathtub. It was huge, of course, but didn’t have any faucets. Instead, there was a large stone embedded at one end, with the universal blue on one side and red on the other. Some experimenting caused it to suddenly gush water, and twisting the rock about caused the temperature to immediately change.

Why not? My time in the manifold didn’t have to be agonizing all the time.

In short order I was in the tub, luxuriating in the perfectly hot water. I rolled up a towel as a pillow and closed my eyes, but even in this perfect heat I couldn’t quite relax. 

Could the Magus come through and help us in the war against Lilith? Was he a real person, or an illusion? If this was still a trial for Brielle, how was it trying to break her? Alessandra was hardly putting her on the spot. If anything, she was looking to simply have a conversation. To learn.

How was that going? 

I sighed. In the end, waiting in a hot bathtub was better than being forced to wait on my knees with my back whipped open. Or fighting my way through hordes of babashti. 

I’d take it.

My thoughts wandered. The water never cooled. Darkness fell across the valley outside the huge windows, and magic lanterns lit up in recesses along the walls, bathing everything in rose and amber. 

I could get used to this. 

I dozed. Dreamed, perhaps. Lost track of time. 

Eventually I heard footsteps, and roused myself. Brielle appeared in the bathroom’s archway, stood there for a moment, looking distracted, biting the corner of her lips. 

“How’d it go?”

“It went… well.” She sounded reluctant. Stepped toward the edge of the tub and reached behind her back to undo the buttons that clasped her dress tight. “I’d… forgotten, I guess. How nice my sister was. How…” She frowned. “How much I missed her.”

“She was your sister,” I said. “And she seems like a good person. Makes sense.”

“Yes.” Without any affectation, she stripped, stepping out of her dress, and slipped into the other end of the huge tub. The water distorted her pale body, so that her breasts swam just beneath the surface, her legs undulating as they extended between mine. I rubbed my foot along the side of her calf and she smiled distractedly, leaning her head back against the tub’s edge.

“By the Source, I’ve missed this tub.”

“It was yours?”

“Yes. Ever since I moved into these rooms when I turned twelve. Exactly as I remembered. And this water. Delicious.”

“I could see how you’d get used to it.”

But my comment hung in the air, ignored. A light frown still marred Brielle’s brow.

I watched her.

Finally, she sighed. “I told her everything, of course. What happened to her. She was shocked. We’re about a year before the gate started to open in my world. The news of what happened hit her really hard. But you know what killed me?”

“What?” I asked.

Brielle opened her eyes, stared levelly at me. “She was worried about how I fared after it all ended. Asked how I handled it. Just like my big sister. I’d have fixated on the whole heroic sacrifice part, but she just wanted to know about mother, about me.”

Her frown deepened as she raised her fingers out of the water to study her nails. “And she was so proud of me for becoming a companion. Like it was the greatest thing.”

“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m a pretty amazing dude. No wonder she’s impressed.”

Brielle snorted and half-heartedly splashed me, then subsided again, lowering her body down till the water was at her chin, her legs sliding further up mine. For a second I thought she might be starting something, but no; she gazed off to the side, still distracted.

“What?” I asked at last.

“Nothing.”

“Right. Let’s try that again, princess. What?”

“Just… I’ve spent all these years resenting her. Hating her, even, sometimes. And seeing her again. The real her, not my half-memories. The moments I selected to help me feel more bitter. Talking to her for a few hours… it brought back how much I loved her. How great she was. And now I feel like even more of a heel. For having resented her memory all these years instead of grieving for her. Instead of missing her. By the Source, I feel even more pathetic.”

“Hey,” I said, speaking softly. “That’s a good thing. It’s like she’s being returned to you.”

“I suppose. But I feel all the more warped and shallow for it.”

Silence again.

“I think I know how you feel,” I said at last.

She raised an eyebrow at me. “Unlikely.”

“Back on my planet, I had a best friend called Michael.”

“I recall.”

“Well, when he died, I became fixated on being there for Emma. Supporting her, comforting her, whatever. I didn’t even think of him. Only much later - in Ghogiel, actually - did I realize how horrible I’d been. Not even mourning him. And even now I have trouble thinking about him. And I wonder how I’d feel if I met him again.”

“Hmm,” said Brielle. “I suppose that’s marginally relevant.”

I snorted. “You’re hopeless.”

“Yes, I suppose I am.” And she frowned and looked away.

“I was joking,” I said.

“I know.”

Silence. 

“She say anything about what’s going to happen?”

“She said mother is having a lot of trouble with this. Apparently, the one great change with this world is that I turned out to be a real bitch.”

I raised an eyebrow.

“More so even than I was. Am. I fell in with the wrong crowd, a faction of revolutionaries who didn’t agree with sending all our resources to Bastion. Apparently, I’m out there right now, causing trouble. Petty stuff. Stealing shipments and distributing them to the poor. Acting like the poster girl for the revolution.”

“Feeding the poor doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It’s not. But it’s shortsighted. Bastion is our priority, even if it means our own nation must suffer. It seems in this world I’ve developed a soft heart and lack of foresight.”

I kept my expression neutral. “Interesting.”

“Yes. Well, seeing me again is hard for mother. For Alessandra, even. And then with all this other realities business… it’s very hard to process.”

“I can imagine.”

“And she feels so real. She really is my sister.” Brielle bit her lower lip for a moment, then sighed. “I know she’s supposed to feel that way, but… my heart tells me it’s her. I can’t believe even a manifold could capture her warmth, her… everything. She knows things nobody else could. Little secrets from our childhoods. Has the same grudges. Tells the same stupid jokes.”

“The manifold is reading your mind,” I said. “Whatever you know, whatever feels right to you, it can duplicate.”

“But capture her very spirit?” Brielle raised her gaze at last. “Trick me into thinking it’s really her, the one person I’ve known best for most of my life?”

“Yeah,” I said. “I’d say so.”

Brielle blew out her cheeks. “Fine. Unless the Magus is right, and this is another reality, another version of ourselves.”

“Yeah. Any word from Alessandra about that?”

“No. But she’s guessing we’re going to travel to the Kether Gate. It was built on a place of great power and cosmic resonance. If anything like what the Magus is describing can be attempted, it’d happen there.”

“All right. How far away is the gate?”

“Two weeks’ ride. It’s on the Barbariel coast.”

“Can they bring this tub?”

Brielle splashed me again.

“What? Can’t a guy indulge himself once in awhile?”

She stared at me, gaze inscrutable, and then abruptly stood, water cascading off her peerless body, to step out of the tub and take a towel from a shelf. This she wrapped around herself as she strode out the door.

“What?” I sat up, twisting to stare after her. “Brielle?”

No response.

With a curse I stood, grabbed my own towel, and followed after. She’d wrapped her towel about herself, tucking a corner in the hem beside her chest, and stood on the balcony, gazing out over the valley.

“Hey,” I said, wrapping my own towel around my waist. “What is it?”

“Just… I miss all this. My old life.” She gazed out over the moonlit land before her. “My mother. My home. My… my sister.”

I stepped forward and wrapped my arms around her. 

Brielle reached up to clasp my forearms, leaned her head against me. “I knew we’d be coming back, but knowing is one thing. Being here. Breathing in the valley air, smelling the seppelina flowers, seeing Basillia Lake, recognizing the peaks, everything… and my mother. My sister. It hurts. A good ache, maybe, but also a bad one. I know we’ll leave, and never come back. And… I miss it.”

I held her tight. Looked past her at the nocturnal landscape. “I can see why.”

We didn’t say anything. Just stood there for a few minutes until she shivered. Then I took her hand and led her to the huge bed, where we climbed naked under the sheets and held each other tight, our bodies pressed close. I thought something might happen, that she might seek comfort in my arms - but instead she turned away and insinuated herself against me, so that I cupped her from behind, and in that manner we eventually fell asleep.

 

* * *

 

The next five days saw the royal court prepare to move to the Kether Gate. For the most part I just spent time in Brielle’s suite of rooms, watching the goings-on from the balcony. I had a splendid view of the inner court and the great causeway, and so saw firsthand just how much effort went into moving the royal personages to another city. Dozens of wagons were loaded, the queen’s royal bed was dismantled and loaded onto a huge wagon along with heaps of her other furniture; provisions, servants, cooks, and a dizzying array of other servants also prepared, loading their necessary equipment onto other wagons or carts.

The military contingent was intense: something like two hundred mounted knights were going to be the main line of defense, each of whom had two or three horses, squires, tents, extra armor, and other belongings. 

It was like moving a small city.

Brielle spent a surprising amount of time off with Alessandra. The first day saw her invited to a private tea in Alessandra’s rooms, the second to a hunt. I was invited to join, but declined; I sensed that they needed time together. The third day they roamed the castle together, talking and sharing stories they had in common and those that were unique to their own realities.

Something deep was changing in Brielle. I could sense it in the distracted manner she’d stand by the window, gazing out at the world. How she’d hum songs I’d never heard before, and which she explained with a self-conscious smile were old favorites from her childhood. How she would swing from moments of exhilaration, chatting and telling me everything she’d done that day, to sinking into deep introspection, biting her lip and remaining lost in her thoughts for long spells of time.

I remained wary, but couldn’t see how a healing relationship with her sister could hurt. Since I’d known Brielle her relationship with Alessandra had haunted her. Driven her bitterness, steeped her in sarcasm. To see her now filing down those edges, to hear her laughter in the hallway as she returned to our room, to see her smiling and content - that was a good thing, right?

But I never allowed myself to forget that we were within the manifold, and that accordingly everything here was designed to break us. 

I just couldn’t figure out the angle.

The Magus came to me on the afternoon of the third day. I was deep in meditation, trying to heal my reservoir with the First Prism, when I sensed his presence. It was like a lantern being brought into a dark room. I opened my eyes and there he was, standing in the doorway, arms crossed, considering me.

“I hope I’m not interrupting,” he said.

“Not at all,” I said. “Come in.”

He sat in what was becoming his customary armchair and considered me. “How are you doing?”

“I’m well, thanks.” I rose from the floor to sit across from him. “Though I’m really sad to be leaving this bath behind.”

His smile was fleeting. “You’re leaking so much magic the room feels saturated. What happened?”

So I told him. Not only did I have no choice, but why not? When it came to matters magical, he was clearly the authority. So I recounted everything, and thirty minutes later he nodded. “It’s a miracle you’re not dead. I’ll chalk that up to your being the Savior. Still, your ‘reservoir,’ as you call it, won’t heal for months if not years. Not if your only recourse is the First Prism. May I help?”

“Yes,” I said. “Please.”

“Then I’ll use Oneiromancy to enter your reservoir. We’ll continue our conversation there once I’m better able to explore your damage.”

“I - all right.” I shifted in my chair. “You can do that? Oneiromancers can do that, I mean? Enter other people’s reservoirs?”

“Usually only with their permission, but yes. It’s possible to force one’s way in by combining that sanskara with Focused Mind, but there’s no need for that. Are you ready?”

“Sure,” I said. “What do I need to do?”

“Sleep.”

And like that I slumped over. I couldn’t tell for how long I drifted in darkness, passing through varied and improbable images and memories - but then I came to myself, became truly self-aware once more. I was floating in my reservoir, the golden filament before me, my sanskaras and the terrible golden tears in the darkness around me.

Then the Magus was there, floating before me. 

How? I asked. I mean, Oneiromancy is dream magic, right? How can you dream your way in here?

This is a projection, he said distractedly. You’re simulating your reservoir through your dream, which I’m visiting and thus seeing by proxy. An initial scan, if you will. And yes. This damage is grievous. My my.

Yeah, I said, turning to survey the damage. Still. I had to survive.

And survive you did. Let’s set about repairing this damage, shall we?

And how do we do that?

I’ll over simplify so that you can understand: in short, I’ll have to forge a connection with you through which I’ll feed you some healing-infused magic; as you bleed that out, it will seal the tears in your reservoir.

A connection?

Yes. Don’t worry. His smile was wry. Nothing carnal. You will have to give me permission to create a unique bond. It’s Muladhara-based magic; our sanskaras shall develop a state of entanglement, so that our mutual security becomes dependent on each other.

I… see. And is it permanent?

No. I’ll sever it once the healing is done.

And if you don’t? Can I sever it?

He didn’t take offense. Yes, though with some difficulty, given that my art is far more advanced than yours. But yes. Don’t worry, Noah. This is meant to heal you, not harm you.

I hesitated. Was this the real Magus? Or a real Magus? Or was this the manifold trying to get a grip of me? 

The Magus floated before me within the dream version of my reservoir, patiently waiting. 

A gamble, then. But if I could heal my reservoir, regain my ability to use magic - that would be of enormous benefit. And the manifold could simply kill me at any time if it wanted to. So was extending some trust to the Magus unwarranted…?

I didn’t know.

Fine, I said. It’d be good to have my magic back. What do I do?

I’m going to teach you the Siva Mantra, known as the Openness Mantra, which lowers your defenses and will enable me to entangle our sanskaras. Listen closely.

And he proceeded to do so, till I was able to intonate the words of power perfectly, repeating over and over again: the self within me sees the self within you; the self within me accepts the self within you.

Once I had that going, he began to perform some pretty intense magic. I watched trying to understand what he was doing, but it was too complex, too intense. I thought I picked up on elements of Svadhisthana along with Muladhara, and then I awoke only to find myself in my real reservoir. 

Sinking rapidly, I saw two Muladharas, my own and the Magus’, though mine was simple and drab in comparison to his own; his great flower was vast, its petals gorgeously colored in iridescent greens and yellows, the ruby seeds in its heart as large as my fist and ranging over every color of the rainbow. 

It was mesmerizing, fascinating, and as I watched his sanskara moved over my own, aligning perfectly, and I felt a deep shock within my soul, as if an earthquake had taken place in my spirit. 

The next moment the Magus was there, floating in my reservoir as within my dream.

There, he said, looking around in approval. The first step is complete. Now I shall channel my enhanced magic into my Muladhara, and due to our entanglement, feed it back out into your reservoir through yours. Begin the First Prism.

I did so, watching in wonder and some measure of trepidation as he floated up into a cross-legged lotus position, closing his eyes and cupping his hands together. 

Magic began to pour forth from my Muladhara, magic like nothing I’d ever seen or felt before. If my own refined power was say, as strong as a good kick of caffeine, then this stuff was cocaine laced with speed. It glowed like a living levenbolt, rising up to swirl within my reservoir, almost too potent for me to master with the First Prism.

I had to really focus, bend that power to my will, and feed it back into Muladhara. I could immediately sense all kinds of resonances to it that were distinct from my own abilities - Anahata’s healing powers, Sahaswara’s intense mental energies, and hints of other sanskaras I couldn’t place.

It was insane. I felt my pulse speed up, my whole body shake and tremble as I tried to parse that supremely potent power. And slowly, with terrible effort, I did; the magic emerged from Muladhara, twisted and braided with my own essence, and immediately began to filter out through the golden tears, spilling out into the void.

But as it did, the rents began to close, pulled together by spiderwebbing of power that the Magus’ supercharged magic left behind. I wanted to shout out in glee, but had to focus all of my energy into cleansing his power, and so could only grin as we continued apace.

The operation took - what - an hour? It felt interminable, but by slow degrees the tears healed, one by one, till at long, long last, my reservoir was whole.

I felt as frail as a leaf, exhausted both mentally and spiritually, and let out a cry of relief when at last the supercharged magic ceased to come through Muladhara.

There, said the Magus, opening his eyes, appearing completely unfased by the experience, to regard my reservoir. Well done. That must have been hard for you.

Yes, I managed. A little tricky, sure.

Awaken.

I blinked, found myself sprawled back in my chair, wrung out with sweat, my whole body shaking. But on impulse I channeled a little power into Manipura, and rose up an inch from the chair, righting my posture with a mental nudge, and lowered back down.

No leakage. No bleeding of magic into the air. 

I was healed.

“Thank you,” I said. And realized just how profoundly grateful I was. “Thank you, Magus.”

“Think nothing of it. You are the savior. We need you strong and hale. And in truth, I am impressed; you’ve accomplished much in your short time since awakening your powers. One of your companions must be a talented teacher.”

“Yes,” I said, thinking of Imogen. “I’ve been really lucky.”

“But there is obviously room for growth. Have you learned yet how to combine your powers?”

“Combine my…?” I blinked at him. “Like, make my lightning bolts extra sexy or something?”

The Magus laughed. “Or something. Yes. Though I gather you have not.”

“No,” I said. “I’ve been, ah, just trying to stay alive, mostly.”

“Very well. We have a couple of days before we are scheduled to leave the castle, and then several weeks on the road. I’ll take you as my pupil during that time. While it is impressive that you’ve awoken three sanskaras, you are going to need to access them all before you confront Lilith. We’ll see what we can do to further you in your training.”

I leaned forward, my exhaustion forgotten. “Really? That would be fantastic, thank you.”

“Don’t thank me yet. You may come to regret this decision. I’m not a forgiving or patient teacher. But yes. With a little luck you should be able to connect with a fourth sanskara by the time we are done, as well as learn the first steps in blending. Now. Do you know which sanskara you would like to connect with next?”

“Next?” I sat back. “Um. No.” My mind spun. I felt like a poor kid who’d been given the keys to a toy store. Psyche-imperium? Healing? Wards? Or perhaps Focused Mind? 

The Magus was watching me carefully. Wait. Was this a test?

“What would you advise?” I asked.

He nodded approvingly. “I have my thoughts on the matter, and am pleased that you asked. But take your time to consider. Your will is currently depleted, so we will end our session here. But tomorrow at dawn I’ll return and then I will have your answer.”

He stood, and I stood as well.

“Thank you,” I said. I was at once depleted like he said, but also paradoxically filled to bursting with his supercharged market. I wanted to sleep and blow a hole in the wall at the same time. “I’ll think on it.”

“Think well,” said the Magus. “These are the decisions upon which the fate of your quest pivot.”

And he turned and left without another word.

I sank back into my chair. Shit. What I wouldn’t give to have Imogen here. There were four sanskaras I’d not yet tapped. I had the base three: Muladhara, Svadhisthana, and Manipura. After them, the next up the line was Anahata, the sanskara of healing and wards. Super tempting. How much more effective would I be in battle with a ward up? Or being able to heal all this damage I kept taking? 

Then came Vishuddha, the sanskara located in the throat. With that came psyche-imperium. Again, incredibly useful. How many times had I been shut down by someone telling me not to move or do magic? Imogen had that ability, but she wasn’t always by my side; the ability to end a fight or prevent one from even happening was key.

Actually, that sparked a new thought: the higher up the sanskaras you went, the more they helped you avoid combat. Or win combats, I guessed. Muladhara was the base sanskara, and it lent itself to direct damage. Then came Svadhisthana, and with it the ability to charm, which was a soft power when it came to fighting. Manipura made you even more effective in a fight, granting you flight and increased physical abilities, while Anahata allowed you to heal or avoid damage through wards.

But Vishuddha allowed you to command your way out of combat. That felt more kingly, more imperial, in a way, then actually getting physically involved. Huh.

After that came Ajna, with geomancy and Oneiromancy. Both powers allowed you to avoid fights altogether or perhaps even fight an opponent in his mind, in his dreams. I’d little grasp of what could be done with Oneiromancy, but I bet there was a lot there.

And finally there was Sahaswara, the thousand-petal lotus sanskara, located in the crown of the head. Focused Mind and Alchemy were its provinces. Following my line of thought, perhaps Focused Mind allowed you to avoid fights altogether through superior thinking? Being able to use the Third Prism at will would be amazing. And it was also supposed to be the rarest of the sanskaras. Imogen had said that very few people ever connected with it, much less developed its full powers.

A memory came back to me: Blindness, using Sahaswara to conduct multiple conversations at once, focusing on multiple tasks with ease. 

Something within me shifted, coalesced, and I realized I’d just made my decision. As useful as all the other powers were, as fun as it would be, I had to make the most of this opportunity. If the Magus could help me develop and connect with the rarest and most exalted of the sanskaras, then what choice was there, really?

I’d take it.

Later that night, Brielle and I both lay together under the sheets, staring up at her gilt roof. We’d made love, but almost distractedly. The silence stretched out between us for a few minutes, our breathing regulating, until at last she spoke.

“This is really weird, Noah.”

“It’s called the heights of physical bliss, princess.” I wished I had a cigarette so I could blow a plume of smoke. “Get used to it.”

She frowned at me, but couldn’t be bothered to do much more. “No. I mean, this whole situation. I thought the manifold was meant to be unmitigated misery. Breaking me down, forcing me to make some terrible decision.”

“Right.”

“But instead… I’m spending this amazing time with my sister. And realizing how, underneath all my bitterness, how much I’ve missed her. My mother’s being weird, because of the other Brielle and the stuff she’s done, but even that’s… I mean, it’s my mother. I’m getting this time with them I never expected to. And it’s…” She shifted about in the bed, bringing the blanket up to her chin. “It’s really amazing.”

“Yeah. And the Magus taking me under his wing? Healing my reservoir, offering to teach me a new sanskara? Didn’t expect that, either.”

“Right.”

We lay in silence, each lost in our own thoughts.

“Which is kind of terrifying, right?” She turned to look at me. “I mean, this is the manifold we’re in. It’s trying to make us fail our test. So the fact that we’re having a good time means we’re in for something really, really bad, right?”

“Should do, yeah.” I interlaced my fingers behind my head. “But I can’t figure it out. We thought it was going to hit you with your sister, and she’s here… but it’s going to destroy you by fixing your relationship to her?”

“Should I… not be spending time with her, perhaps?”

“I mean, you could. But it’s doing you good. I’m seeing how you’re healing from it. So why avoid it?”

“Maybe I’m not supposed to heal?” Brielle frowned. “Maybe you’re not supposed to grow more powerful?”

“It doesn’t make sense.” I chewed the inner corner of my lips. “The manifold’s doing the opposite of what it’s supposed to.”

“Maybe I broke it when we arrived?” She rose to one elbow to stare down at me. “Maybe that’s it? My attacking right away has thrown it for a loop?”

“Hmm,” I said, considering her breast which had emerged from beneath the blanket.

“Noah! Can you pay attention for a second?”

“Hmm,” I said, pretending not to hear. Moved her blanket further back, exposing the other breast. 

“You’re such an ass!” She flopped back down and pulled her blanket up. “Noah!”

“Hmm. What?” I blinked, pretended to be surprised. “Were you saying something? Because I thought I dreamed, had this vision of such sweet and utter globular perfection…”

She snorted, half in annoyance, half in amusement, and turned away, showing me her back. “Do you think I scrambled the manifold’s ability to fuck with us?”

I blew out my cheeks. “Maybe? I don’t know. But I’m not letting my guard down yet.”

“Me neither.” A pause, the sounds of the night filtering in through the balcony. “But I’m going to spend more time with my sister.”

“Do it.” I shrugged. “Until we can see the manifold’s angle, this will be your last time you ever get to see her. I’m in favor.”

“All right.” Her voice grew small. “Thanks. I was worried you’d object.”

“No objections.” I leaned over to kiss her back, the curvature of her spine. “Enjoy these moments.”

“And I’m learning so much about her. Stuff I never even thought to ask when I was younger. It’s so weird. I’m older than she is now - a year older - and feel like I’m finally able to really talk to her, you know?”

“Hmm,” I said, encouraging her to go on.

“And she’s really inspiring. While I was focused on dresses and flirting and rebelling against my parents, you know what she was doing?”

“What?”

She turned back to me. “Fucking volunteering her time down at some of the local charity houses.”

I considered her. “Nah.”

“Yes. And my reaction was to roll my eyes, right? But I think there’s more to it than that, but she wasn’t ready to reveal her secret.” Brielle frowned. “It’s something interesting though. She blushed as she turned away. I’ll figure it out.”

I stayed quiet. She was staring past me, thinking.

“And she’s funny. I don’t remember her being funny, but that’s because I was usually trying her patience. But she’s funny, and wickedly smart.” Brielle shook her head slowly, as if in wonder. “No wonder I resented her. But now, it feels like discovering a wonderful new friend. And she wants to know all about me. We’ve so much to talk about. So much to share.”

“I’m glad things are going well,” I said. “Because this being the manifold, I’m sure things will turn to shit eventually.”

She smiled. “Yeah. As in, the next time you try to make a pass at me.”

“Try? I don’t try. I only do.”

“Do what, exactly? I’ve noticed you fumbling around down there, but haven’t quite - ah! Stop it! Noah! No! Don’t tickle - ah! Noah!”

Grinning, I rolled on top of her, sliding in between her thighs, my crotch pressing against her wiry bush. "One day you’re going to say something good about my skills.”

Her eyes gleamed as she smiled up at me. “Never.”

“I love a challenge,” I said, and leaned down to kiss her.

 

* * *

 

Brielle left early to help Alessandra pack her clothing for the expedition, leaving me alone for the Magus’ return. I did some warm-up exercises, missing Valeria as I did so, then settled down to meditate and focus on Muladhara to help banish my feelings of nervousness and doubt.

Sinking deep into my reservoir, I focused on the great flower, willed it to open its petals so that I could meditate on its ruby seeds - and saw that the Magus had relinquished our entanglement. True to his word, our bond was severed.

Once again, I sensed him enter my chamber, and opened my eyes to see him striding over to his chair. He was dressed in the same sober robes as always, his face unchanged, and I wondered if he even slept.

“Good morning, Savior. Have you made your decision?”

“Yes,” I said, rubbing my palms on the fabric of my leggings. “I’d like to connect to Sahaswara, please.”

His alien eyes glittered. “Well chosen. But it is the most difficult of the sanskaras to awaken. We may not accomplish it in our allotted time. Are you sure you want to risk it?”

“Yes,” I said. 

“Then it is decided. Sahaswara is the sanskara of enlightenment and spiritual connection to our higher self, and ultimately the Source. Why do you think it is so rarely connected to?”

“Because… it is the seventh sanskara, and thus…” I paused. Actually thought about his question. “Because enlightenment is really fucking hard to achieve?”

The Magus laughed, and I felt a flush of pleasure. “I wouldn’t have put it that way, but yes. Not only is Sahaswara the hardest to awaken, but it is also the hardest to progress. Further, one can lose access to Sahaswara if one loses one’s path in life. A magician’s grasp of the thousand-petal lotus is wholly dependent upon their ability to maintain moral, spiritual, and mental clarity, all of which is undergirded by physical health. Normally, I’d not even attempt to help you reach it, but you’re the savior, and thus, I believe, capable of the impossible.”

“The impossible,” I said.

“Opening the seventh sanskara without spending a lifetime contemplating the Source and how you relate to it. Now. How do you think we can best help you achieve enlightenment within the three weeks allotted to us?”

“I… ah… I’m not sure.” I hesitated. “You have access to Sahaswara, right?”

“Yes,” said the Magus with a gentle smile. “It is the accomplishment of which I am most proud. And each and every day I wrestle to maintain my connection to it. I’ve thus far lost the ability to channel it six times in my life, and each time had to work hard to regain my bond. This is a lifetime’s journey on which you are embarking, Noah. Now. Answer my question.”

I frowned. Images of monks sitting in remote mountain caves or atop pedestals in the desert came to mind. Philosophers chasing the truths of the universe. How could I reach enlightenment?

“I’m not sure,” I said.

“An honest answer. Very good. I appreciate your ability to admit that which you do not know. It will make instructing you easier. I will tell you the first secret of Sahaswara, and it is this: nobody ever achieves enlightenment. I haven’t, nor have I met anyone else who has. All one can do is get closer to it. But for as long as you are alive, you will be fallible, and your own nature, your own mortality, shall remain between you and the Source. Only in death can you truly bond with it and achieve perfection.”

“All right,” I said. “That takes a little pressure off. So is there a scale of enlightenment? Like, if I get to sixty percent enlightened, I can tap Sahaswara?”

The Magus laughed again. “Something like that. Regardless, the pursuit of Sahaswara has many benefits, in and of itself. Your goal is to achieve clarity. The only way to achieve clarity is through insight, and the only way to develop your insight is through honesty. So how does one achieve total honesty?”

I bit my lower lip and narrowed my eyes. The Magus didn’t seem to expect an answer right away, so I played his words over in my mind, mulled them over. How does one achieve total honesty? 

I didn’t have an answer. Nothing that wasn’t flippant, at any rate, so I hunched forward, elbows on knees, hands cupped over my mouth, and thought about it.

How did one achieve honesty? How could you tell when you were lying to yourself? Good friends could act as mirrors, but the quality of their mirroring would be determined by their own natures, their own knowledge of the truth.

Then how? By observing how the world reacted to your actions? That would take a lifetime. 

By studying philosophers and measuring one’s beliefs against their own? But with so many differing philosophies out there, with so many different religions, you could just pick the one that suited you best.

Was it even possible? Could you ever be truly honest with yourself? No. Probably only when you died. But how to come as close as possible? 

A thought occurred to me: how, when meditating on Muladhara, my fears and insecurities fell away from me, leaving me in a state of security and focus that allowed me to think of things more clearly. How I’d used this technique in the past to move past doubts and biases and truly check in with how I felt about any given issue.

“Perhaps… through meditation?” I shifted uneasily in my seat. The Magus’s expression remained inscrutable. Wanted to add more, but didn’t know what to say.

Finally, at long last, the Magus nodded. “You are correct. The first step toward total honesty is clarity. With clarity, one achieves insight, and with insight, one is able to finally perceive one’s true self.”

“Wait,” I said. “You just flipped it around. I thought clarity was the goal.”

The Magus’ smile broadened. “Welcome to the infuriating study that is Sahaswara. But yes. The first step toward achieving your goal is to meditate and still your thoughts. Already you think you know how to meditate, but what you do is insufficient. You must achieve what is called the state of Waking Death. You must utterly still your thoughts, and achieve a state of such tranquility and peace that it is no longer you that gazes upon yourself, but a floating eye, without bias, without judgement, without hatred or love. Once you have achieved this state of perfect meditation, then will you be able to take the first step on the road to enlightenment.”

“State of Waking Death,” I said. “Great. Sounds fun. How do I do that?”

“There are many paths, but for you I recommend extreme fasting. After three days of drinking nothing but honeyed water and reciting the Carnivorous Winter mantra, you shall enter a state conducive to assaying the Waking Death. You must resist all physical indulgences; not out of any moralistic qualms, but so as to center the mind. The mind and body are one, you see: you cannot meditate effectively when your body is in tumult. Only when your body has quieted, only when your hungers are constrained, will your mind be able to slip its leashes.”

“Extreme fasting,” I said. “All right. Three days is enough?”

“It might take longer. Coupled with the mantra, you will seek to enter a state of lightheaded simplicity. You will feel the needs of your body fall away just after they rise to a peak; the days leading up to this state will be filled with your body’s panic, and it will clamor for food, for distraction. Only once you have passed through this valley of temptation will you find that peace, that state of silent openness from which we can begin moving you into the state of Waking Death.”

“Aren’t we all going to the Kether Gate?” I asked. “How am I going to do this and travel?”

“You can travel with me in my carriage. You shall not be disturbed.”

“And Brielle? I can’t cut myself off from her completely.”

“That is your choice. You can speak with her if you wish, but I’d advise you to tell her what you’re attempting so she can be careful about not overly agitating you.”

I frowned. “All right. I’ll talk to her.”

“Very well. Then let us begin learning the mantra of the Carnivorous Winter. It is long and complex, but that very complexity is the point.”

I rubbed my thighs vigorously, took a deep breath, and then sat up straight. “Let’s do it.”

“Very well. I shall recite the mantra once in its entirety, and then we shall begin the process of meditation. Attend.”

He wasn’t kidding. The Carnivorous Winter mantra took forty five minutes to repeat in its entirety, and was a complex looping of similar phrases, all of them focused on the releasing of life to the cold of winter, to how that season was a time for stillness and death. It spoke of cold, how ice numbs, how whiteness erases, and how in that vastness we are reduced to specks, specks whose life force ebbs to near nothing, till all we can do is hold the slightest of sparks aflame in our very hearts, everything else frozen, forgotten, and gone.

“Now,” said the Magus upon finishing. “Learning the mantra would normally take even a talented individual months, especially as the intonations are just as important as the words themselves. We’re going to have you learn it in an hour with a judicious application of psyche-imperium.”

“Saw that coming,” I said. “Not the first time it’s happened to me.”

The Magus raised an eyebrow. “Well. That might explain both your advanced knowledge and unwise application of it. This mantra, however, cannot be abused; its use lies in centering your mind, blotting out all external stimulus, and helping you return to your very core. Novices find that they have to recite it hundreds of times to achieve that state, while masters of the practice can be triggered into a deep fugue by merely speaking the first words. You, not being even a novice, will no doubt take days along with the fasting to achieve our desired state.”

The next hour wasn’t very pleasant: being forced to pay absolute attention is straining in a way that can’t be easily explained. Imagine you had to bring a hand ax down - hard - into a piece of wood you’re steadying with your hand. For the couple of seconds before you swing, your attention is absolute. Now imagine extending that attention out over the course of an hour.

I did it, but by the end my head was splitting with pain and my vision was wavering. I felt mildly drunk and nauseous, but all of the Carnivorous Winter mantra was stowed away in my mind.

“Know ease,” said the Magus, raising his hand and gesturing. A wave of coolness washed over me, removing the ache. “Now. I shall have the honeyed water sent your way. A carafe. Don’t consume more than that in a day. And until sundown, recite the Carnivorous Winter mantra as many times as you are able. I won’t compel you, but rather shall leave it to your own volition. One cannot force enlightenment. You must come to it willingly. Good luck.”

“Wait,” I said. “That’s it? A mantra and not eating?”

The Magus smiled. “A small step, yes, but perhaps the most important. I shall visit you tomorrow morning to check in on you.”

And he left.

I stood, shook out my limbs, and just for the fun of it flew around the rooms for a minute, marveling at the purity of the Magus’ borrowed magic, floating along on my back like an otter being bourn downstream. Then, not wanting to waste the power, I lowered myself into a cross-legged position, placing a pillow under each knee and a third, flat one under my ass.

Took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and began the Carnivorous Mantra.

White is the color of death, and into it bleeds all feeling, all hope, all terror, everything that is, until all that remains is the self, quiescent, alone, and without wonder or pain. Snow falls across the world, light as a lover’s caress, but where it touches all sensation fades, like flowers losing their bloom. Silence. Stillness. Solitude. There is nothing but the great eternal Winter, and it shall always hunger, for you are not enough, your all is insufficient, but still you must seek to satiate it, feeding it all that you have, and more…

The words were mesmerizing, unspooling as if by their own accord from the recesses of my mind where they’d been stashed by psyche-imperium’s power. The first three or four times I recited them I paid attention to their meaning, conjured images, tried to envision this carnivorous winter, but by the fourth and especially the fifth they started to become sounds, losing meaning, yet somehow becoming all the more impactful for it. As if I were absorbing their import on a deeper level. I remained completely motionless, and to my surprise, found that I didn’t need to stretch or stir for as long as I said the words.

My eyes closed, I sank deeper into my meditation. Deeper than I’d done before. I didn’t dive into my reservoir, but instead hovered in that warm darkness that lurked behind my eyelids. My breathing slowed. My body entered a state of deep relaxation, muscles feeling liquid and ropey, limbs heavy. Over and over I repeated the words, six times, seven. I felt as if a great leaden blanket were laid over my body, pressing me down, the floor growing soft. 

The twin owl eyes appeared in my mind’s eye. Righteous and indifferent, they stared down at me for a long while before fading back into the darkness, leaving me alone.

Alone with the winter to which I fed my soul.

The sound of the door opening stirred me at last from my meditation, and I raised my head, surprised at how stiff my neck felt. It was evening, the shadows lengthening, the sun almost hidden behind the mountains. Brielle stood in the doorway, observing me, and with difficulty I stood, my knees popping, my hips aching. 

For how long had I been sitting there? The Magus had left early that morning. It was now dusk - so - eight hours? Maybe more? 

“I was told to bring you this,” said Brielle, holding aloft a large jug of pale amber liquid. “And that you’d not be eating dinner.”

At the word my stomach roiled and growled, and I winched. “No. No food for awhile, I guess. The Magus has agreed to teach me Sahaswara. Or try. It’s not going to be easy.”

“I’d imagine not.” Brielle closed the door behind her and set my jug on a side table. “Have you been meditating all day?”

“I guess so. Ah. I certainly feel like it.” I hobbled over to the jug and poured myself a glass, drank deep. Nothing had ever tasted so good. Honey and a faint hint of cinnamon. I drank a second glass and felt the hunger pangs abate. “I’ve got three weeks to learn what usually takes folk a lifetime, apparently. Wish me luck.”

“Good luck,” said Brielle, and something in her tone snagged my attention, caused me to look at her - really look at her - for the first time.

Her eyes were gleaming with tears, her expression raw and vulnerable. She took four long strides toward me and buried her face in my shoulder, holding me tight, as deep sobs racked her frame.

“Hey, hey, what happened?” I asked, trying to soothe her, closing my arms about her slender shoulders. “Brielle?”

She didn’t speak, but instead sobbed, the sounds angry, as if she were fighting to restrain them and failing. Forehead pressed against me, she wept, deep, choking sobs that shook her whole frame. I stopped speaking and just held her, waiting, feeling dazed from the ten hours of meditation - until at last she subsided. 

“Brielle?” I pulled back so I could look her in the face. “What happened?”

Her cheeks were streaked with tears, her eyes red, and she sniffed sharply and wiped at her face with her sleeve. “I’m - it hurts so much, Noah. All of this. To be back here!” Another sob shook her but she bit it down. “And until today it had hurt only because I’d known it’d end soon, and then I’d be heading back to Tagimron, to Lilith and pain and fear. And my sister, my family, my home, all this, it would have been like it never happened, and that hurt, hurt in a way I never expected.”

I pulled her back in close, rested my chin atop her head. “Until today?”

“Today I… this has to be the first time the manifold has actively fucked with me. I spent the day with Alessandra, and all I could think was how I’d never see her again, how she’s dead, how she’ll always be dead, and even if we win through, even if we defeat Lilith, that won’t change anything for her, she’ll never live, I’ll never get to see her like I’m doing now, and it’s made all the worse for how good she is - was - and how - how -”

Again she broke down into tears, and for the first time I wondered: is this how the manifold gets her? Through loss and heartache? But what else did it do? 

“It was really hurting. Felt cruel to get to know my sister all over again. We had… I don’t know, just… a lot of fun today. The kind of girlish fun I’ve not had in… forever. Picking her dresses, talking about you, Imogen and the others… by the Source, I’ve missed it. Feeling normal. And then, almost randomly, after I’d shared something private with her about - well - us, she shared why she was doing that charity of hers. It wasn’t just because she’s a goody two shoes, but because she’s got a boyfriend down amongst the guards. His guard post is close to one of the charity homes, and each time she goes down they meet in a loft and just go to town.”

“Her charitable impulses are much more understandable, now.”

But instead of smiling, tears stood out in Brielle’s eyes. “I was delighted, and then she told me his name, and… and…”

“And?”

Brielle pressed her brow to my chest. “Noah. She’s seeing the same guard I had a relationship with, back when I lived here.”

“Oh. Oh. But - oh wow. And did she know?”

“Of course not!” Brielle wiped at her face and strode away. “She was mortified when she saw my reaction. I must have gotten really pale because she came rushing over and helped me sit down. And so I told her. About my relationship with Nils.”

“Nils,” I said. “You’ve never spoken of him.”

“It… didn’t end well.” Her whole frame was stiff, practically vibrating with tension. “This was after my sister passed. I was in a wild place. Distraught, vulnerable, horrified, bitter… and Nils was older, handsome, so carelessly attractive, always in trouble with his commander…”

I frowned. Of course Brielle could have had relationships before me. But then something slid into place, and I narrowed my eyes. “Nils. I mean, forgive the question, but is he the one… I mean, was he… a peasant?”

I might as well have lashed her back with a whip. She straightened, ceased to breathe, and then, by slow painful degrees, lowered her head. Her voice, when it came, was the smallest whisper. “Yes.”

I pursed my lips and walked to the side table for something to do. I didn’t know how I felt. My hands were shaking. I poured myself a glass of fucking honeyed water and took a sip. “I see.”

“He was put to death,” said Brielle, turning to face me. “Because of me.”

“Whoa,” I said, forgetting my own turmoil. “What?”

“He fell in love with me. Said he couldn’t abide with it being but a passing affair. I told him to drop it, but he insisted. He was mad. He’d always been a little mad, but he loved me so that he approached my mother and declared his love for me before the whole court. It was… terrible. He was thrown out, dismissed from the guards, and forbidden from coming close to the castle. My mother was furious. I argued with her, we fought, but to no avail. And then…” Her eyes took on a distant look. “Nils tried to climb into my suite. I think he had some plan for us to both run away, to live together. They found a boat and supplies tied up at a small pier in the lake below. He was discovered, and he fought, killed three guards, but was captured. For that my mother gave him the death sentence.”

“Oh damn,” I whispered.

Brielle looked down at her hands. “I begged for her to show clemency. But she’d just lost Alessandra. I think she saw this as a way of losing me as well. My mother was like iron, and forced me to attend his execution. I can remember her words as if I heard them yesterday: you are royalty, Brielle, of the Islandis line. Never, ever forget it.”

“She forced you to watch? That’s… sick.”

“No.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks. “Not sick. I understand it better, now. It’s one of the burdens of being royalty. A part of us must always be public facing, performing for the people, and that was my responsibility. My penance. So I watched him die, and the next day applied to join the candidates at Bastion where my older brother was stationed. My mother sought to dissuade me, but it was my right. A year later I transferred to Bastion, and there began training to be a potential companion. Where I met you.”

I drank the honeyed water, set the cup aside, and moved to sit atop a chest. “Damn. I’d no idea. Why didn’t you ever tell me all this?”

Brielle suddenly looked exhausted. She moved to sit on a stool and interlaced her fingers between her knees. “Because… I suppose on some level I blocked it out. It was too terrible to dwell on. And… because I hated myself for failing Nils. Alessandra, I’m sure, would have found a way to rescue the situation. But she was dead, and my brother Hawke was at Bastion, and there was nobody to help me with mother. So… I blocked it out.”

“And coming in here, when we discussed how the manifold would get you - you didn’t think it worth mentioning?”

Tears brimmed and ran down her cheeks again. “I swear to you. As perverse and strange as it sounds. I didn’t think of it.”

“Didn’t think of it.”

“No. I promise! I’d blocked it so, convinced myself that it was my past, that it didn’t matter, that it was a private affair, that… I just…”

“Fuck.” I rubbed at my face, feeling exhausted, irritated, short-tempered. “And I’m not sure I even want to know, but that whole ‘princess’ and ‘peasant’ thing…?”

Brielle turned away, hugging herself tightly, and didn’t answer.

“Fuck,” I said. And suddenly so much made sense. How she’d flipped out back in Ghogiel when I’d inadvertently used that language. How she’d shut down so utterly and completely - and even how it had slowly become a turn on, something she flirted with, that aroused her in a dark and powerful way…

“Ugh,” I said, sitting down heavily. “So when we’re in bed together, and we start teasing each other about the whole princess and peasant thing…”

“Noah,” she said, voice near breaking. “Please.”

“Are you thinking about him? That’s what’s going on? You’re getting turned on because of Nils?”

“No!” She spun around, eyes flashing, furious but still trembling. “No! I mean. I don’t know. I don’t imagine him. I’m telling you. I’ve not thought of him in forever.”

“But on some level… yeah. I see.” I rubbed at my face again. “Things are starting to make sense at last.”

“I’m so sorry.” She took a step toward me, then stopped. “This is my past, Noah. Please. Remember that. It doesn’t change what’s happened between us. The bond we’ve developed. The love I feel for you.”

“You sure?” I leaned back, elbows on the edge of the bed, and regarded her. “Doesn’t sound like you’ve kept Nils firmly locked away as you think.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Be very, very careful how you speak to me.”

I wanted to throw an angry retort at her. A part of me - a weak, insecure part - wanted to press how I was the victim here, how I was the one who’d been used and lied to - but I shut that shit down. Perhaps it was the day spent in intense meditation. Perhaps I was finally growing up. But instead of spitting back something hurtful, I instead sighed and nodded my head. “You’re right. I’m sorry.”

Mollified, surprised, she raised her chin. “No. I’m the one who needs to apologize. Just… this is very hard for me, Noah. Please don’t make it harder than it has to be.”

“You’re right. And I think you’re definitely right when you guessed this was the manifold fucking with you. To hook Alessandra up with Nils? That’s some evil shit.”

“Yes.” She bit her lower lip, thinking. “But she really does love him. Probably for the same reasons I did. And what’s worse, she offered immediately to break it off, though I could tell how much that would hurt her.”

“She did?” I frowned. “That’s pretty fucking wonderful of her.”

“I’m telling you,” said Brielle. “She’s a really good person. I mean, she sacrificed herself for the whole world. She’s that kind of person.”

“Right. Makes it hard to hate her.”

“But… it still hurts.” Brielle hugged herself tight. “To have my past animated like this, brought to life just so it can hurt me…” She shook her head again. “When she revealed her affair with Nils, I wanted to hate her all over again, almost on reflex. But her confusion and shock was so genuine, that I couldn’t. And then I realize that the person I’m talking to is dead, that it all feels so much worse. Even as I’m laughing or teasing her or sharing a confidence, I can’t forget that she’s dead. Can’t forget all the years I wasted hating her. That I’m with a ghost.”

I stood and pulled Brielle in close. “Would you’d rather never had this? To never have seen her again?”

“No,” said Brielle softly. “This is priceless. A gift. No matter how much it hurts me, no matter what the manifold does to twist the knife, I’ll never regret having met her again. Having these days together. Rediscovering a part of myself I’d buried deep. Learning to love my family again. To forgive my mother. I don’t regret it, Noah. And I know, in my heart of hearts, that I never shall.”

 

Chapter 25

 

 

 

The trip to the Kether Gate was surreal. Mostly because I was contained the whole time inside the Magus’ grand carriage, which was more like a galleon than any carriage I’d ever seen, complete with two floors, pulled by a team of ten massive horses, and with wheels four yards high. It was luxurious, ancient, and sported a set of springs at each wheel which acted as rudimentary suspension, which, when coupled with the quality of the King’s Highway, made for a surprisingly smooth ride.

I was given a closet in which to sit, and there left all day to repeat the Carnivorous Mantra and sip honeyed water. I can’t say I was thrilled about it the whole time, but the prospect of connecting with Sahaswara kept my ambitions sharp. I discovered that I could repeat the mantra around twelve times a day before my will became too depleted; the first few hours would be spent with thoughts wandering around the back of my mind like actors wandering backstage, waiting for their time in the floodlights.

But by the fourth or fifth time, my thoughts would still. The slight creak and rise and fall of the wagon would help lull me into a state of waking somnolence; I’d say the words, working my way through the massive mantra, and feel myself sinking deeper and deeper into that white, frigid landscape of the mind.

The Carnivorous Winter. It made more and more sense as the days went by. How you had to feed all to that cold. Lose all sensation. All sense of your body. I’d forget eventually about my limbs, my body, even my breath. By the end of the day I’d be a floating speck of consciousness in a white wasteland. No horizon, no division between the frozen tundra and the bleak skies. The words seeming to speak themselves, to exist apart from me, drawing me every further from my own body.

The fasting helped. I’d never been one for this kind of stuff back in Ohio - would have scoffed if you’d told me that I’d one day spend every waking moment repeating mantras and drinking honeyed water like some guru from Tibet. But the fierce hunger pangs of the second and third day finally subsided and gave way to a strangely energized state in my fourth and fifth. The energy actually made it harder to sit still, but I rode the waves of mania, enjoying the crystal-clear lucidity that came with it. By the sixth day my energies crashed, and I craved food once more; but by the end of the first week I seemed to break through the ups and downs of my body’s needs, and entered a new state of being.

It’s hard to describe. I felt light. Serene. It became hard to become deeply emotional about anything. Detachment became natural. I didn’t have energy, but nor did I feel tired; I simply seemed to be, and preferred to sit and do nothing. My body felt cleansed. My gut, I realized, was always a weight on me; always demanding, always either filled or aching, a grumbling presence which at long last fell silent.

And in this state of physical silence, the Carnivorous Winter mantra stole in. Again and again I repeated the words as we rumbled toward the coastline. Again and again I attempted to sink deeper into my sense of self. To not think. To simply be, to be as present as I could in the moment, to not dwell on the past nor the future.

And it was… hard. My emotions kept rearing their ugly heads. I’d have a day of complete serenity and feel pride and accomplishment, only to feel frustration the next day over having to do it all over again. I’d grow bored, my thoughts would wander, and I’d feel angry at myself, then angry at the Magus for forcing me to do this. 

But through it all I felt the deep pull of some ancient power, and the deeper I sank, the stronger and more clear the pull became. At the deepest levels of meditation I thought I glimpsed something - and realized, at the end of the second week, what it was. The golden filament, stretching from my core, the center of my reservoir, and up into the sky, like some space elevator connecting me to the cosmos. 

The Magus was intensely curious when I shared this with him at the end of the fourteenth day during our brief lesson before sleep.

“A golden filament stretching to the center of the cosmos? Fascinating.” He stirred his tea with a golden spoon. “That must be your bond to the Source itself.”

“I’ve always thought it was. It’s what tethers me to my companions. And it’s a source of great power when I grasp it. So…yeah. But why does it stretch out into infinity like that? Does it literally connect me to the Source? Is the Source out there in some distinct location?”

“I’m not sure,” said the Magus. It’s one thing I liked about him. He had no problem admitting when he didn’t know something. “That could be so. But more likely it’s your mind trying to force some metaphysical truth into a metaphorical image you can intuitively understand. There may not even be a golden filament in truth, but your mind conjures it, makes it exist, so that you can interact with it in a manner that makes sense to your physical self.”

“Huh,” I said. “So what does it mean that I’m seeing it now?”

The Magus smiled. “What do you think, Noah?” 

“That… I’m drawing closer to the Source?”

He didn’t answer, but instead concluded our session. His smile, however, indicated that I’d probably gotten it right.

I saw Brielle each morning before beginning my sessions. She was traveling with Alessandra in her personal coach, and each morning regaled me with the day’s plans and yesterday’s adventures. A hunt, a race, a dance that night to be organized at camp, long hours spent lying atop the coach enjoying the sunshine and drinking wine. It was an extended vacation for her, but despite how much she seemed to enjoy each adventure or occasion, I noticed that her spirit seemed to be becoming more muted and subdued as the journey progressed.

“What’s going on?” I asked as she gazed out the window at the landscape rolling past outside the Magus’ wagon. “What’s wrong?”

“Wrong?” She’d been resting her chin on her palm, the nail of her pinky finger between her teeth. Frowned at me. “Nothing’s wrong.”

“Then why are you so down?”

“I’m not down. I’m just… pensive.”

“Then what are you pensive about?”

“It’s just that… well. Take yesterday, for example. The contest.”

“The magical contest,” I said.

“Yes. It was delightful. So very fun. A score of practitioners took part. The trials were as varied as they were imaginative. And I did well. I didn’t expect to win.”

“But?”

“But Alessandra did better in every way. Better control, greater range, more power, and so forth. And she’s already connected to Manipura, Anahata, and has almost awoken Vishuddha. Whereas I’m still limited to Muladhara.”

Being half-starved and steeped in meditation made me blunt and gentle at once. I took her hand in mine. “And this makes you feel inferior?”

“Of course it does.” She snatched her hand away. “And guilty for feeling that way. I thought I’d cleared myself of all jealousy, you know? And I have. I’ve never been this close to my sister. We share everything, it’s…” She shrugged. “It’s all I could have dreamed of. But I can’t get past the fact that Alessandra is and always was better than me at everything.”

“Everything,” I said skeptically.

“Yes. Magic, for one. There’s no arguing that. She can outfence me, though there the difference isn’t as marked. Is a better shot with a bow. Has the patience and insight to have mastered court politics and our nation’s economy. By the Source, I feel like a dullard when she and mother talk about the state of our finances and how we’re funding our army in Bastion. What’s worse is that she’s genuinely funny, and some of her jokes are just terrible, I mean, really bad puns and the like, which only make her more adorable, you know? Half the guard is in love with her, she knows everybody’s name, and…” 

Brielle sighed, shoulders slumping, and stared back out the window.

“And?” I prompted.

“Turns out I was right. She navigated the situation with Nils better than I did. Apparently, he wanted the same things with her. To run away, to marry her, and so forth. But she was able to defuse the situation without his trying to break into the palace, and now they’re enjoying a tryst without his expecting anything to come from it - or at least, not until Alessandra becomes queen. She’s promised him that once she does, they’ll be married, and nobody will be able to stop them. And he’s… happy with that.”

I saw the pain in her face. A look of uncharacteristic fragility. 

“You’ve seen him,” I said.

“Yes. Several times. He’s courteous to me, of course. I’m his love’s little sister. And I’ve not done anything foolish. I don’t even want to. I love you, Noah.” She reached out and took my hand, but I could tell she was distracted. “But seeing him. It’s like turning a dagger in a very old wound. Seeing the way he looks at her. The passion in his eyes. The way he hangs on her every word. And to know that she was able to save him where I failed. Why didn’t I think of that? Making him wait till I was queen? He’d be alive now, and not rotting away in an anonymous grave.”

I squeezed her hand. Didn’t know what to say.

She sat up and took a shuddering breath. “I mean, I’m happy for them. I really am. Why wouldn’t I be? They’re both alive, and they’re good for each other. She centers his madness. He pushes her, drives her wild, makes her lose her sense of mastery. I just…”

“Just what?”

“Just… it hurts, I suppose.”

“To see the man you loved with your sister?”

“Not even that. I told you. I’m over that. No. It hurts… to simply admit, without rancor, without jealousy, without bitterness, that my sister is better than me. Was better. Whatever. More beautiful, more intelligent, more charismatic, more powerful, better with a blade… everything.”

The pain and sorrow in her voice was heartbreaking. I pulled her to me, into my arms. She curled up in my lap, head on my shoulder, and I could feel how small she felt.

“I think you’re stunning,” I said. “And infuriating. And lethally talented. You’re my companion, Brielle. I wouldn’t swap you for anybody else in the world.”

“I know.” She smiled up at me, pain dancing in the limpid gray depths of her eyes. “But that’s only because my sister wasn’t available as a companion when you were choosing back in Bastion.”

“No,” I said, seizing her by both arms tightly. “That’s not true.”

“It doesn’t hurt,” said Brielle, voice gentle. “Think on how we met. My brother forced me into your circle, remember? None of you wanted me, and I didn’t want you, either. I felt nothing but scorn for you all in the beginning, and near drove you mad. Imagine, instead, that my sister had been there as well. Gracious, powerful, collected, smart, and ten times more dangerous. She’d have gladly joined your group, and wouldn’t have insulted everyone in the process. Can you really tell me that in that moment, back in Bastion, as you were trying to defeat Shalarra and pass the trials, you wouldn’t have taken her?”

I hesitated, trying to sort through my complex feelings, trying to recall my mindset back then, the Noah I’d been, the situation we’d been in - and in that moment Brielle smiled, as if I’d just confirmed something.

“Never mind,” she said, resting her head on my chest again. “It’s all right. I don’t blame you, Noah. I don’t blame her. I understand.”

I caressed her flaming hair, held her tight, wrestling with confusion and anger. Put as much emotion and force into my words as I could: “I love you, Brielle.”

“I know, Noah.” But she sounded sad. “I know.”

 

* * *

 

I spent the morning deep in meditation. Reciting the Carnivorous Mantra as instructed, sinking ever deeper into myself - but also thinking about Brielle, our conversation, and what was happening to us. Fleeting thoughts, stealing in between my words, but with them came a growing sense of urgency. 

Finishing the mantra for the second time, I stayed the urge to begin anew, and instead sat in silence, floating within my inner void, still and serene, but frowning. I was missing something. But what?

The Magus had said that the way to truth was through clarity. That clarity led to insight, and insight opened the self to revelation. Very well. I was feeling pretty fucking pellucid right now, so I’d give that insight schtick a go.

I began at the beginning. Brielle and I had journeyed into the manifold so as to turn the leaden circle in her brow to gold. Everything since entering should be understood as part of the trial. Brielle had sought to throw the manifold off by refusing to engage with its logic and world, and this had resulted in our being captured and explaining our situation to those in power. Instead of being punished as Imogen and I had been within her trial, we’d instead been gifted with boons: I was being taught by one of the most powerful men in the galaxy, while she was spending time with her lost family.

And yet this was wearing her down, demoralizing her. A good thing was proving toxic. Why? How were we being tested? Where were we failing?

For a long time I simply sat there, not finding an answer, so I reviewed the truths I’d gleaned from my previous trials. 

Everything the manifold did was purposeful, and directed toward making it as hard as possible for the aspirant to pass their final test. I’d been tortured so as to make me as antagonistic as possible to Imogen’s past. I’d been given the ability to awaken the golems so as to facilitate Valeria’s temptation. How was the manifold manipulating me this time? 

Obviously with the promise of Sahaswara. The promise of power and learning from the Magus. 

But that could only benefit me, and thus benefit all of us. I stood to gain great power through this process, strange and draining as it was proving. How was that hurting Brielle’s chances of passing the test?

The answer came simply and immediately: I was being kept away from her. 

My eyes snapped open as my blood ran cold. Of course. We’d thought her safe in this expedition, surrounded by friends and family, and that I could take these days to train. But what had actually happened? Each day she spent with Alessandra sapped her sense of self-worth all the more, while I was being kept hidden in the Magus’ wagon, and thus unable to help her. 

My heart began to race and my tranquility was shattered. Had I been so easily misled? But wait. If I was being kept out of the picture by this promise of power, what was the nature of the trial? Brielle was ostensibly healing, but she was being presented with an older sister she could never compete with. Alessandra was even sleeping with Brielle’s ex, was better than her in every way - which was simply a more subtle manner of twisting the knife into Brielle’s most private wound.

“Fuck me,” I said, standing up. Was she being ground down so that she felt worthless? Only in relation to Alessandra. To what end? No matter how bad it got, she’d never attempt suicide or the like. So how was this a test that could destroy her?

That I didn’t yet see, but I’d seen enough. I pushed open the small closet door and emerged into the main room of the huge carriage.

The Magus was seated within a globular net that hung from the ceiling, the final stretch of rope replaced by a spring so that he was cushioned even further from the bouncing of the road.

He raised an eyebrow. “Savior?”

“Hey.” I closed the door behind me. “I thought I’d take a break. Stretch my legs, get a little sunshine.”

“Take… a break?” His disapproval was evident. “From developing the seventh sanskara in what is an already nigh impossibly limited amount of time?”

“That’s right,” I said, moving to the large double doors that were carved and curved to match the carriage’s exterior. “Back in a few, yeah? Let me know if you want anything.”

And before he could complain, I depressed the latch and leaped down onto the shoulder of the road, turning to push the door closed behind me.

The light was brilliant, the day beautiful, the sun nearing the center of the sky overhead. Up and down the white chalk road ranged the royal caravan, complete with scores of carriages, a supply train that seemed to reach toward the rear horizon, and hundreds of mounted knights riding in a cordon about it all. Dust rose up behind us to obscure the people and wagons at the rear, but the Magus’ carriage was sufficiently near the front that I wasn’t bothered by it.

It felt really good to be out in the sunlight. Legs stiff, I strode ahead, making sure the Magus couldn’t simply open a window and question me further, and looked around for Brielle. 

There. She was riding a beautiful palfrey with a handful of others. Alessandra rode in the center on a spirited charger, while three men in guards’ uniforms filled out the group. One was playing a ukulele, the others joining in song.

And now that I knew what to look for, I saw how Brielle’s mount was smaller than Alessandra’s. 

Subtle. Petty, even. But there.

Time to upset this balance a little. 

I channeled some power into Manipura and lifted up off the ground. Flew forward at a height of some four yards, so that I would be the highest figure amongst the group. Linked my hands behind my back so as to feign nonchalance, and swept up to the group, who ceased their playing and turned to me, eyes wide.

“Savior,” said Alessandra, recovering from her surprise smoothly. “What an honor.”

“Heya Alessandra, how’s tricks.” Then I turned to Brielle and hit her with my most roguish smile. “And how’s the most beautiful lady in the world doing?”

Brielle blushed, shifted in her saddle, and I saw the other three men exchange glances. 

“Noah,” said Brielle, sounding as self-conscious as I’d ever heard her. “What’s going on?”

“Not much. I was just wondering if you wanted to fly with me for a bit. I’ve missed you terribly, and spending all my time inside the Magus’ carriage is growing a little dull.”

“I - yes.” Brielle smiled, blushing still, and I saw her steal a glance at Alessandra. “Of course.”

“Could I join you?” Alessandra’s voice was bright and eager. “I’ve only recently begun to fly myself, and the opportunity to learn from the Savior would be wonderful.”

“No, sorry.” I gave her a not very apologetic smile. “I’ve not had much time with the woman I love. I’m sure these three boys can keep you entertained while we’re gone?”

“Oh,” said Alessandra, sinking back into her saddle, looking both confused and a little put out. “But of course.”

There was no mistaking how one of the men - a tall, broad-shouldered guy with a saturnine face and dark eyes bridled at being called a ‘lad.’ Good.

“If you’re ready, my lady?”

Brielle nodded, and I flew up behind her, sliding my arms under her own and lifting up, putting in a boost of speed so that we rose explosively into the air, causing her mount to prance in panic and the others to shy away.

Laughing, we rose up, higher and higher, the royal expedition quickly shrinking below us, the carriages becoming matchbox-sized, the hundreds of people who walked alongside the road and behind visoring their faces to watch us go, some pointing, all of them aware of our ascent.

“Noah,” said Brielle, gasping as I slung her around and up so she was cradled against my chest. “What are you doing?”

“This,” I said, and kissed her deeply, soundly, slowing to a hover and then slowly turning in a circle. 

For a moment she was frozen, and then she pushed her hands against my chest, breaking the kiss, half grinning, half furious. “What are you doing? Everybody below can see us -”

“You think I don’t know that?”

“Then? Have you suddenly turned into a raging exhibitionist?”

“I can’t kiss the woman I love whenever I want?”

She frowned. “What’s with all this ‘woman I love’ business? Noah, what’s going on?”

I turned onto my back, and floated as if on the face of the ocean, Brielle lying atop of me and holding on tight. “Look. Some things finally made sense. And I realized we’re being played. The manifold’s damn sneaky.”

“Sneaky? What are you talking about? We’re not being played. We’re exploring the possibility of bringing the Magus into Tagimron. Do you know how that would upset the balance?”

“Sure, if it happened. But it won’t. Because that’s all a diversion. The real battle was being waged below where you were riding.”

“With Alessandra? I told you, we’re getting along well. I’m rediscovering our relationship, becoming friends -”

“Nah. That’s what you think is happening. What’s actually happening is actually much more insidious.”

“How so?”

“Notice that my training has kept me from your side. Unable to sweep you up just like this before everyone, and show the world how wonderful you are.”

To my disappointment, Brielle frowned and looked away. Damn. The place had gotten to her pretty badly already.

“Learning a new sanskara is pretty invaluable.”

“Sure. Theoretically. But it’s left you vulnerable.”

“To what? Healing my family wounds?”

“To being exposed to a hopelessly superior sister.”

Her anger was sudden. “What? You think I didn’t know before how exceptional she was? That was the problem, Noah.”

“Watch your tone,” I said, playfully.

She wasn’t amused. “Or what?

“I’ll drop you.”

Her eyes narrowed further. “You wouldn’t.”

“No?”

“No,” she said. “Because if you did, and embarrassed me before the whole court, I’d pretend to be furious but eventually let you mollify me. And would exact some petty revenge that would make you think I was satisfied, and a week later you’d lower your guard. And that’s when I’d strike, possibly by giving you a firepepper enema or the like while you slept. That’s why you won’t drop me.”

“Damn straight,” I said, trying to hold onto my smile. “Wouldn’t even dream of it.”

Brielle sniffed and peered past my shoulder at the distant ground. “But you were saying.”

“That this Alessandra doesn’t even feel human. She’s exceptional at everything. Nobody’s that good.”

Brielle’s expression turned subdued. “You think so? I’ve someone to introduce you to.”

“No, listen to me. It’s the manifold playing with you. And you know how I know? It went too far when it hooked your sister up with Nils. If this really was an alternate reality, and not just a manifold test, then what are the odds that your sister would fall for the exact same guardsman?”

“Pretty high,” said Brielle quietly. “Nils has a thing for royalty. Hence the whole princess/peasant thing. With me gone, I believe that he’d go for Alessandra. And he’s… magnetic. He’s attractive, and so on. Alessandra told me how they met. I buy it.”

“Of course you do. It’s the manifold’s job to make you buy it. But I don’t. It’s too great a coincidence, and much more likely that it was manufactured to hurt you. To convince you that you’re inferior to your sister.”

Brielle stuck out her lower lip and looked away.

“Brielle. You have to see it. This is your test. The manifold wants to grind you down and make you feel worthless compared to her.”

“To what end?” She glanced back down at me, gray eyes troubled. “Just to make me depressed? No matter how bad I feel, I’ll never give up on you, our quest, or kill myself. I’ll just feel a little more demoralized.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted reluctantly. “But I’m confident that this is the nature of its test. I just can’t see its endgame. But until I do, I’m not going to study with the Magus any longer. I’m staying by your side.”

“That is most unwise,” said Brielle. “You’ll almost literally never have this opportunity again.”

“Fuck Sahaswara,” I said. “I’m not risking you.”

For a long moment she simply studied me, and then she linked her hands over my chest and lay her cheek upon them. “Thank you, then. Unwise as it may be. I’ve been feeling lonely since you left.”

I wrapped my arms around her. “I’m here for you, Brielle. You think I’ll abandon you after all we’ve been through? It’s taken going through hell to get you to warm up to me. To earn your love. I’ll not squander it now for a little more power.”

“A lot more power,” said Brielle.

“A lot more power,” I allowed. “Sure. But Sahaswara can’t suck my dick like you do.”

She jolted up to stare at me. “Really? Did you really just say that?”

I put on an innocent expression. “Wait. You’re saying it can? Good god, what am I doing up here?”

She dug her fingers into my side, causing me to laugh. “You brutish, callow idiot, I can’t believe you’re the man I’ve been forced to spend my life with -”

“Wait - stop - stop or I’ll - stop tickling me -”

“You deserve this,” she said, grinning wickedly and tickling me harder.

So I did the only logical thing I could think of, and rolled over so she fell.

With a scream she plummeted, hair whipping about her face, clawing at the air, legs kicking, until I swooped down to catch her a mere ten yards above the wagons. Up we went again, Brielle holding onto me like a cat that’s just been plucked from a raging river, until we reached the same height once more.

“You wouldn’t stop tickling me,” I said, grinning.

“You… bastard.”

“Hey, it’s your fault.”

“It is? Oh. Well. In that case.” She smiled at me, brushing her hair back. “In that case, forget I said anything. Just relax and start working on lowering your guard.”

“Oh no,” I said.

“Oh no what, sweet darling?” Her smile could have sliced a watermelon in half from a dozen yards.

“Sweet darling? I’m really fucked, aren’t I?”

“Whatever could you mean, love of my life? You think me so small-minded I’d get revenge for your dropping me before the whole royal court and every servant, stable boy, and night soil digger in its employ?”

“Firepepper enema?” I asked.

“Firepepper enema,” she said, smiling sweetly all the while.

“Fuuuuck.” 

But on the inside I was pleased. That fiery gleam was back in her eye. Even if it had taken nearly dropping her to her death to awaken it once more.

 

* * *

 

The Magus wasn’t pleased that I’d decided to cut my studying time in half. Mornings I spent meditating, afternoons and evenings with Brielle. He went so far as to threaten to stop teaching me at all, but I called his bluff, told him history would remember him as the dude who refused to help the Savior, and that put him paid. 

So mornings were spent pondering the mysteries of the Carnivorous Winter and sipping on honeyed water, while afternoons and evenings were spent with Brielle. We’d a week left till we arrived at the Kether Gate, and I made it my mission to prop her up, talk her up, flirt with her, romance her, and do everything within my power to make her feel like a million dollars.

And damn if it wasn’t hard. 

Because Alessandra really was that amazing. It didn’t help that she was legit gorgeous too, in this wholesome way that just made you want to scratch the surface and find out if she was wholesome all the way down. Her lips glistened, her hair was always artlessly tied back in a way that annoyed the heck out of the queen, and she had this incredible vitality and subtle athleticism that made her look so alive, so that the very light seemed to shine brighter around her.

And she had a dorky sense of humor, which saved her from being unbearable. Her modesty wasn’t feigned, and she blushed in this really cute way when praised. Which was all the fucking time, because by god she was amazing at everything. She could outfence the guards; could control her magic with a master’s precision; had a sharp, insightful mind that cut ahead to the punchline before everyone or untangled a problem before its quandaries had even been made evident. 

She was just damn fun to be around. Just when you thought you had her figured out, she’d undercut your assumptions by suggesting something wicked or proposing a ridiculous bet. She’d take time alone every once in awhile, and ride to the side, writing in a notebook, looking all kinds of distracted and amazing. 

Nils was almost always by her side. She’d managed to have him transferred to her personal guard, and I didn’t blame the man for salivating over her. 

Worse, I could see why Brielle had gone for him; he had the older, mysterious air of a bohemian rockstar that had failed to make it due to events beyond his control. He spouted bullshit philosophy at the drop of the hat, saying deep stuff that only held up to scrutiny if you didn’t really think about it. Was strong, tall, and had a wicked temper that made others tiptoe around him.

Not me. 

It became something of a pleasure to piss him off. 

One afternoon, the day before we were slated to arrive at the coast, the three of us were riding together, Alessandra having chosen to do her solitary thing for a spell. And Nils was staring after her, all hopeless longing, when he sighed and turned to Brielle and me. 

“If you harness your heart to the sun, you cannot complain when you get burned.”

I stared at him for a moment, and then laughed. 

Nils frowned. “What?”

“Oh, no, nothing. That was… that was great. Profound. I take it you’re getting a sunburn right now?”

His expression darkened. “Are you mocking my emotions, Noah?”

“No,” I said, waving a hand in denial. “Never. Just, I don’t know. That kind of sounded like a complaint about not being able to complain.”

Brielle snorted.

Nils’ expression darkened further. “Tread carefully, my friend. Some emotions are too rare and true to bear being mocked.”

I turned to Brielle. “Really?”

“Enough!” Nils jerked his steed aside so that it faced me. “If you continue this raillery at my expense, then I’ll have to demand satisfaction. Especially since you indirectly mock the object of my affections, and that I would rather die than live with.”

“Die than live with,” I said. “Fair. All right. In that case, my sincere apologies, noble Nils. I was a cad for not appreciating the poetry of your soul. I shall leave you to admire the object of your affections, and wish you all the best. Brielle?”

And without waiting, I dug my heels into my horse’s flanks, so that we broke into a gallop.

A moment later Brielle caught up with me, and we slowed to a walk. She stared at me in confusion. “What was that?”

“Exactly! Complaining about sunburn? Was that meant to be deep?”

“No, I mean, your provoking him.”

“I’ve been spending time with the dude for what, four days? And I can no longer prevent myself from vomiting into my mouth each time he tries to say something impressive. Honestly, not everything can be an eternal chronicle of his soul’s longing.”

Brielle smirked and looked away. “Fair, I suppose.”

“And you loved this guy?”

She sighed. “I was young, Noah. And yes. I did. I was - what - sixteen? At that age such platitudes seem incredibly deep, not… fatuous.”

“So you admit it.”

“It’s pretty awful, isn’t it?” she said, looking at me with a wince.

“Pretty awful, yes. He reminds me of a guy I knew back home in Ruddock. He’d been the king of the goths in high school, and when he graduated he kept frequenting the same bookstore cafe where all the younger kids still hung out. And he got lots of attention, sure, but it was just sad as well. Like, he couldn’t graduate from his small pond to a bigger one.”

“Hmm,” said Brielle. “You think Nils is a failure?”

“No. He got to date you in one world, and Alessandra in this one. Which is pretty amazing, really, given that he’s going on about sunburn. Just that I bet if you’d stayed with him, you’d have outgrown him pretty quick. Just as I think Alessandra will probably not end up marrying him when she makes queen.”

“Hmm,” said Brielle. “I’d not thought about that.”

“I mean, I’m all for eternal love, but now that I know the guy, the way you described him acting in your reality doesn’t sound quite as romantic after all. I can totally see this Nils proclaiming his love in court. Which would be a really dramatic, really stupid thing to do.”

Brielle stilled, and I realized just how thin the ice was beneath my feet. Still, no risk, no glory. “A smart man, a mature man, would have found a way to impress your mother. Gone on a quest or something. Maybe gone to Bastion to earn an impressive rank fighting Lilith. Something. But shouting your love in court? What did he think would happen?”

“He didn’t care,” said Brielle quietly. “He said all that mattered was our love.”

“Right. My point. And then breaking back into the palace. Romantic, yes. But he had to know how impossible it would be to get to you, right? With his being a guard? What were the chances of his plan succeeding?”

“Virtually none,” said Brielle, voice still contemplative. 

“So it was suicide.”

“He thought love would win through.”

“He thought wrong, and it cost him his life and scarred you deeply as a result. Romantic, sure, but those kinds of things work in books, not reality. Honestly. This is going to sound super, super callous of me, so apologies in advance, but perhaps you dodged a bullet when you didn’t get to escape with him across the lake. I mean, where would you be today? Still with Nils, living in a cottage somewhere?”

Brielle stared straight ahead, brow furrowed, not answering.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. Was I really fucking this up? “Nobody deserves to be executed for being a hopeless romantic. You should never have been forced to watch him die. That’s some Grade A bullshit, and beyond traumatizing. I can’t even begin to imagine. But how much of all that was due to Nils being out of touch with reality? With his putting into motion plans that could never have succeeded?”

“I see what you mean,” said Brielle. “And perhaps you’re correct.”

“From what I’ve seen of the guy, yeah. I’m sorry, Brielle. But the woman I know you to be, the woman you became after that, would never have tolerated that shallow bullshit. You’d have wrung his neck or broken his head in with his lute.”

She gave me a sharp glance. “How did you know he plays the lute?”

“I didn’t. He just seems like the kind of guy to show up beneath your window with a fucking lute. So he does?”

“Yes,” she said, smiling despite herself. “He plays quite beautifully.” 

“Figures. Does he sing about being star-crossed lovers?”

“Sometimes.” She was trying not to smile and failing.

“So there you have it. A tragedy, yes. Horribly scarring, yes. But perhaps you should see his role in it a little differently.”

“Perhaps.” We rode in silence for awhile, and then she stirred. “You’ve given me much to think about, at any rate. And now I don’t need to feel conflicted about how puerile some of his compliments sound.”

I laughed. “You remember what he said to Alessandra last night after digging the fire pit?”

Brielle rolled her eyes. “That was particularly bad.”

“‘I am this fire pit, for in my breast a fire burns, and may it warm your heart forever.’” I grinned. “That was brilliant! I wanted to shake his hand. Nils the Fire Pit. I mean, if ever there was a title that needed to be bestowed, it was that one.”

Brielle laughed softly and then her eyes filled with tears and she covered her face. “Oh, by the Source. I feel like a rudderless sailboat before a mad wind.”

“See? That’s far better than calling yourself a fire pit.” But my heart wasn’t in the jibe. “It’s all a bit much, isn’t it?”

“Yes,” she said. “It is.” She sniffed, sat up straight, and gave me a brave smile. “I’m really glad you’re spending more time with me, though. I hadn’t realized how tough this all was proving to be.”

“I’m your knight in shining armor. And I think your mother likes me.”

“She likes that you’re the savior.”

“Tautologies. I’m the savior, she likes the savior, therefore ergo quod erat demonstrandum she likes me.”

“I’m not sure I understood all of that, but yes. Fine. She likes you.”

“And tomorrow we arrive at the Kether Gate. What should we expect there?”

“A lot of ceremonies, unfortunately. The duke is going to waste no opportunity to fete my mother. He’s been trying to win her hand ever since my father left. So processions, addresses, feasts, probably a tournament. It’ll take days. We’ll have to sit and smile and wave until we want to die.”

“The life of royalty,” I said. “Glorious. But I’m trying to figure out the manifold’s angle here. How’s it going to get you?”

“I don’t know.”

“Me neither. I feel like I’ve caught onto its game. The Magus sure is pissed. But with me protecting you from Alessandra’s superiority, it can’t crush your spirit so easily. So what’ll it do? What’s the final test?”

“I… don’t know. Actually, I’ve been thinking about it, and one thing leaps out to me as a possibility.”

“Hmm?”

“You said that in Valeria’s test the manifold sped up the ambush, right? The demons came out of the tunnels sooner than they should have?”

“Right?”

“What if… what if Lilith’s portal appears in the sky sooner than it should have? Like, next week? And something happens to Alessandra where she’s not up for sacrificing herself like last time?”

“Oh, yeah,” I breathed, seeing it all unfold before me. “An opportunity for you to do what she did. To sacrifice yourself and prove you have the same courage and everything that she did.”

“Right.” Brielle took a deep breath. “But doing so would kill me, right? In the real world as well.”

“Yes, I think so. Death here is permanent.”

“Then… yes. That’s the only thing I can imagine. The manifold trying to trap me into proving I’m better by killing myself.”

“That’s good,” I said, voice awed. “I mean, that’s terrible, but I can see it. Super wickedly insidious. And it would explain why the manifold’s been positioning Alessandra to be this perfect person. You’d be at your lowest when the gate appeared, and perhaps insecure and beat down enough to do something crazy like that. To have that twisted logic appeal.”

“Right.” Brielle stared down at the pommel of her saddle. “And the crazy thing is, I can see the appeal. Even now, speaking about it calmly, with no portal in the sky. I’ve spent my adult life in the shadow of her sacrifice. To make it myself, to prove I have what it takes… the appeal… is awful.”

“Fucking manifold,” I said. “I bet it can hear me. I don’t think highly of you, manifold. I mean, I respect you, you’re pretty brilliant, but you’re also shit. You hear me?”

Brielle snorted. “That make you feel better?”

“A little. Now. Since we’ve identified that trap, it means you won’t fall for it, right?”

“Right,” said Brielle, sounding distracted.

“Right? Brielle? No brave sacrifice to prove to yourself that you’re as awesome as your sister was in a totally fabricated illusion that’s in no actual danger from a fake Lilith invasion?”

“Right,” she said, voice a little stronger. “Just… fuck. I’m starting to finally understand how messed up Imogen and Valeria must have felt when they finally came through.”

“Yeah. Real head trip.” I sighed. “But we’re almost there. It’s been nearly a month. I think the endgame is at the Kether Gate. One way or another. I just can’t see the manifold dragging this one out.” I looked up at the sky. “You hear me, manifold? Time to wrap this up.”

Brielle leaned over to punch my shoulder. “Idiot.”

“Your idiot,” I said, grinning at her.

“My idiot,” she allowed. “The burden I must bear.”

We rode in silence for a while, both smiling.

“Hey,” I said. “Remember how awful it was to travel with you back in Ghogiel? Things have really come around.”

“Awful? For who?” She arched a brow at me. “When I think of that time I can only remember your spilling our deepest secrets to that Lilith witch the moment she got you drunk.”

“That did happen,” I said. “But you were sooo terrible. The prickliest, snarkiest, most unreasonable, snobbish, condescending person I’d ever met. Amazing that we made it through.”

Brielle raised an eyebrow. “You’ll get nowhere with flattery.”

“No, that’s not my point.” I grinned at her. “I’m just saying, we’ve come a long way, you know? I remember just not understanding you at all. Not knowing what to say, how to be with you. One moment we’d be close, the next you’d want to cut my throat. And now?”

“And now?” she prompted.

“Now I can look you in the eyes, and without reservation or doubt or anything just say that I love you, Brielle Islandis.”

And to my delight she blushed, then laughed and looked away. “A brazen burden, no less.”

My grin widened. “Go on. Say it.”

“Say what?”

“Say you love me.”

“I’m not a circus dog, Noah. I don’t perform tricks on command.”

“Say it or I’ll go ask Nils for some more poetry.”

She laughed and shook her head in mock despair. “Really? That’s where we are now? Using my dead lover’s poor taste in language to coerce words of devotion from me?”

“I’m ruthless in getting what I want,” I said, keeping my expression serious. “Don’t push me.”

“Fine. Fine!” She rolled her eyes and finally looked over at me. “I love you, Noah Kilmartin. Satisfied?”

“Nope. Sorry. I want some real emotion in there.”

“Then you are destined for disappointment.”

“Repeat after me: I, Brielle Islandis, do adore and love Noah Kilmartin with all my heart, for the sun rises in his eyes and sets between his legs -”

Brielle’s eyes widened in mock outrage and she leaned over to punch me again, but I saw it coming a mile away and caught her fist in my palm, stopped it cold, and pulled her in closer, nearly right out of her saddle so I could kiss her, kiss her hard. Her eyes widened, she struggled for but a second, and then relaxed, melting into the kiss, her lips parting so the tip of her tongue could slide over my lower lip then mingle with mine. 

I’d have kissed her longer but our horses decided to move apart, so that we both nearly fell into the widening gap between them. Laughing, pulling back desperately, we broke apart.

“I’ll get you to say it one day,” I said. “But until then, I’ll settle for the basics.”

Her eyes were alive with humor and desire. “How about this then: you’re my love, Noah Kilmartin.”

And my skin prickled with goosebumps, my stomach actually fluttered, and my chest swelled of its own accord so that I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t tear my eyes away from her, from her beauty and impossible grace and poise and the ardor in her eyes. 

“That’ll do, my love,” I whispered, a terrible resolve manifesting within me to protect her from anything and everything the manifold could throw at us. “That’ll do.”

 

* * *

 

Brielle’s predictions were exactly right. Our approach to the city slowed to a crawl as emissaries came out to meet us. Our couple of hundred knights were complimented by another couple of hundred, as if the last five miles were especially perilous, and representatives of the duke met us one mile out, offering the queen a key, blowing trumpets, staging a few quick speeches, and then riding back to the city walls which were decorated with banners, the towers with pennants, and with lots of cheering people lining the main avenue that lead to the duke’s castle.

It was… an interesting experience, being feted alongside the royalty. Nobody knew that I was the savior, but I got to ride alongside Brielle, who assumed this new persona I’d never seen before: she waved, she smiled, she looked at once like she was having the time of her life and also somehow made of plastic.

Truth be told, because of her double in this world, she got a bit of a mixed reception, but the devotion showed to Alessandra more than made up for it. It took two hours to slowly inch our way up the avenue, past the adoring crowds which were held back by thick cordons of guards, the sound of music nearly drowned out by the cheers.

By the end of it, I was exhausted and not even waving back. The castle was like a mirage, always just within sight but never quite manifesting, so that when we finally rode in through the huge gates into the bailey I felt like I’d entered a dream.

Servants rushed forward to assist, stools were placed beside horses, the queen’s carriage opened, wine cups were everywhere, people talking, guards looking attentive as if an assassination attempt was really about to happen, and then more trumpets sounded and the duke emerged to welcome the queen.

He was a large man, built like a bear, with a square-cut beard that was turning gray and a reddish face that spoke of a love of wine and all things rich and good. Dressed in finery and furs, he bowed low before the queen, kissed her hand, and then launched into a five-minute speech which everybody except me seemed to have expected.

I took the opportunity to look around, and was quietly impressed at the sheer number of pennants they’d managed to string up everywhere. Things were actually pretty tidy for a castle bailey, but then again they’d had several weeks to prepare for our arrival. The stables looked freshly mucked out, the smith stood with his apprentices before the castle forge, faces all freshly scrubbed, and perhaps sixty or seventy castle servants were arrayed in a phalanx before the keep’s door, like a very polite last line of defense. Guards, knights, minor nobles, courtiers, ladies-in-waiting, the duke’s family, castle officials - the crowd was as big as the one lining the streets, and when the duke finally finished the queen replied, her voice carrying and warm, as she thanked him and the city for their hospitality.

Only then were we allowed inside, but instead of being given a moment of privacy we were escorted directly to the great hall where it turned out a feast was waiting for us. The air in the cavernous hall almost immediately became stuffy, the raftered ceiling hidden by smoke from the many fires and torches, and for half an hour everybody busied themselves with being seated, washing their hands in bowls that servants carried around, accepting goblets of wine, greeting each other, laughing, trying to look important and garner the attention of the table at the top where the queen, duke, and their families sat.

I was placed beside the Magus in a position of honor, something I wasn’t too thrilled about, as the great man’s enthusiasm for me had decidedly cooled, and I spent most of the meal chatting with the bailiff, a surprisingly witty man with a really morbid sense of humor. The feast lasted perhaps three hours, half of which was dominated by toasts, and I lost track of the number of dishes that were served. 

Finally, at long last, the feast ended, the trestle tables were broken down and taken away, and room was made for dancing. The queen excused herself, and along with Alessandra and Brielle retired to their royal quarters. Brielle had told me I’d be sleeping in the main hall since I’d chosen not to bunk with the Magus, and so I resigned myself to drinking and watching the dancing, which looked a lot like country line dancing to me, the band playing one spirited song after another.

A handful of ladies kept eyeing me, and the bailiff - who’d chosen to spend the evening by my side - went so far as to tell me that I was breaking hearts by not asking a good number of them to dance. But my heart wasn’t in it, I was tired and worried about being separated from Brielle, so I begged off, said I’d sworn a religious oath against dancing, and instead watched and enjoyed the merriment.

The Magus excused himself early on, Nils lounged off to one side with his group of guards, shooting provocative glances my way, clearly itching for some kind of confrontation. But I stymied him with placid smiles and a refusal to leave my chair, so eventually he turned his attention to getting truly drunk and forgot me.

The bailiff was a genius. I really think he was. Young, brilliant, and knowledgeable about just everything he could be in this world; he was witty, mordant, and had no end of darkly amusing comments to make about everybody. I was glad he chose to hang out in my corner, and through him I gained some really valuable insight into the duke’s court, learning who was who, who was sleeping with whom, who wanted to sleep with whom, and all sorts of grudges, debts, and political factions. 

Finally, after what felt like the longest day of my life, the night wound down to a close, the music ended, everybody who wasn’t staying in the keep left, and the servants spent some time cleaning out the great hall before laying down fresh rushes on which everybody lay down to sleep, wrapped up in their own blankets. I found myself a spot by one of the fires, and with a full belly, my head swimming from perhaps too much wine, finally drifted off to sleep.

Only to repeat everything the next day. More speeches, new officials and lordlings who wanted to impress the queen with expressions of loyalty and devotion, performances of acrobats, tumblers, bards, and other random talents, and then the afternoon was to be spent by the queen listening to petitions, complaints, and litigations. 

Which meant Brielle and I could finally escape the castle. I thought perhaps we could go down into the city and explore, but the Magus and Alessandra found us just as we were crossing the bailey to the stables.

“Savior. Princess.” The Magus managed to make the capital letters at the beginning of our titles audible. “If you have a moment. I thought now an opportune time to visit the Kether Gate.”

“Oh, right. Sure.” And I knew it was important, but I was just itching for some time alone, so had to force a smile. “That would be wise. Is it close?”

“Ten minutes’ ride to the north of the city,” said the Magus. “I had it opened above a revered temple to the Source. Once we pass through the northern gate, you’ll see it.”

I glanced at Brielle, who gave a reluctant nod. 

“Very well. Let’s have at it.”

We chose four steeds, alerted the royal guards who provided us with fifty knights as escort, and an hour later rode out the castle gates and down the main avenue toward the northern gate.

Nothing, I was learning, happened quickly when you were royalty.

Still, we got out of the city just after midday, and rode forth into a beautiful, brisk morning along a coastal road that followed chalk cliffs above a booming, cold-looking ocean. The wind was salty, the cry of gulls was a constant backdrop, and it was just a sheer joy to be out riding in the clear sunshine beside Brielle, leaving all the pomp and circumstance.

And then, riding over a rise, I saw the Kether Gate at last.

It hovered in the air perhaps thirty yards above a temple complex, a great anulus of blue fire, easily large enough to drive a truck through, its core a blinding white sea of turbulent light. 

Just seeing it hit me like a fist to the chest. Something about it. The amount of magic that was going into sustaining it. I could feel it from a mile away. My chest grew tight, my breath caught, and even though I knew I was within the manifold, that it wasn’t real, I felt literal awe.

“There she is,” said the Magus, his pride evident. “Still impresses me, even after a couple of centuries.”

“Was it like this?” I asked Brielle.

“It was,” she said.

“And still is!” Suddenly animated, the Magus dug his heels into his horse’s flanks. “Let us ride!”

Alessandra let out a laugh. “A hundred gold to the first one there!”

The pair of them took off at a gallop, but the bet failed to galvanize me. I rode forward at a canter, staring up at that portal of royal blue fire. Saw now that a huge ramp of white stone had been built to its base, and that even now small figures were going to and fro, walking into that white fire and emerging in turn.

A sensation of foreboding settled about my chest.

“There,” I said. “That’s where our true trial’s going to come to a head.”

 

 

Chapter 26

 

 

 

Half an hour later we stood at the base of the huge marble ramp that rose up to meet the portal. We were escorted by a dozen Source priests, including the abbot, who was understandably a man of real power in this world. Nobody mattered, however, but the Magus: to him all deference was paid, and everyone treated him like a walking god. I thought he’d be excited to show us the portal, to demonstrate its power, but he was almost offhand.

“There you have it. A feat of magical perfection unlike almost any in the world. The portals of Tiphareth require the… ‘manifolds,’ as you call them, but this portal supports itself through Kether’s own gravitational/magical well.”

“Not sure I follow,” I said, frowning and trying to appear sober and scholarly. 

“Kether, and Bastion in particular, are the wellspring of the energizing magic that animates the world. That source has a particular draw, though it operates on a submagicular plane that we normally don’t perceive. Now, just as an object such as the moon will continuously fall toward our planet without hitting it, trapped by the gravitational well, its speed fueled by that free fall, so does this portal tap into the potential in the submagicular plane generated by Kether; its power generated by what could be called its perpetual free fall toward that gravitational well, so that it is fueled by Kether’s own influx of power, in what could perhaps be described as a never-ending sublimation into the wellspring itself.”

“Right,” I said, nodding slowly, and then glanced at my companions. “Anyone else get that?”

“I did,” said Alessandra. “But then again, I’ve been studying it all my life.”

“It’s complex, but only works because of the location,” said the Magus. “I chose to place the portal here due to the particular qualities of the submagicular realm around this temple. The dimensional fabric is thin here, and allowed me to punch through to Kether, kicking off the domino effect that resulted in the perpetual free fall. And it is that very thinness that has drawn me back.”

Brielle frowned. “Because you want to investigate your ability to leave your Birthstar and enter our own reality.”

“Precisely,” said the Magus, smiling and showing too many teeth. “Such a feat would dwarf even this accomplishment, and we stand the greatest chance of achieving it here. Shall we retire to a more private area where we can explore further?”

“Sure,” I said.

The Magus politely disengaged our group from the gaggle of priests, firmly denied the abbot’s request to join us, and led our small group to a tiny chamber furnished with a meeting table, chairs, and little more.

“Here is as good a place as any,” said the Magus, sitting at the head of the table. “Now, I’ve noticed that you and Brielle have fallen back into referring to this world and its denizens as illusions once more, Noah. You don’t believe we’re real.”

“Sorry,” I said. “I respect you too much to pretend you’re alive.”

“Very well. A pity. But no matter. The ultimate test lies in our ability to escape the manifold. If we are but illusions contained within it, then accompanying you back to your world should suffice as proof, am I correct?”

“Well,” I said, shifting uneasily in my seat. “It would be a start.”

“Then let us commence. What I propose to do is this: I will attune myself to the tethers that connect you and Brielle to your reality. I’ll do this by journeying in my spirit form into the submagicular plane, and there locating the silver cords that bind you to the manifold’s portal. I’ll follow it to the source, and there investigate what I find. And if I’m able, I’ll see if I can’t force us to all pass through and back into your realm.”

“How will you do that?” asked Alessandra. “According to Brielle she’s locked in here until she passes her trial. The manifold won’t let her leave.”

The Magus smiled, a self-contented expression that spoke of centuries of getting his way. “We’ll see. Apparently, the manifold is being controlled by this Elegiac Enigma, correct? Therefore it’s not the manifold that I must oppose, but the Enigma’s control. And something tells me I have more tricks up my sleeve than he does.”

And hot damn if I didn’t feel a frisson of excitement at these words. Because as cunning and powerful as the Enigma had proven, I’d bet dollars to donuts he didn’t hold a candle to the Magus’ power.

“So. Let us all enter our reservoirs. Brielle, please join Noah in his when you are ready. I will begin my explorations, and nothing may happen for awhile. But when it does, it will happen quickly, and I need you to be ready. All right?”

We all nodded our assent. I closed my eyes and sank easily into my reservoir; there my sanskaras, there the golden filament. The wounds were all healed, and most of the Magus’ ultra refined magic was gone, replaced now by my own. I set to cleansing my magic through Muladhara, and only stopped when Brielle opened the portal to her sanctum, passing through a moment later in her refined spirit form.

I floated over to her, held her in my arms. “Ready?”

“I suppose,” she said. “More nervous than anything else.”

“This is just part of the manifold’s test,” I said. “Any moment now we’ll be yanked out and told Lilith is coming through. Maybe the Magus’ experiments here today will be blamed, that he drew her attention or something.”

Brielle nodded, but I could sense her nervousness.

“C’mon,” I said. “Might as well cleanse, yeah?”

“Sure,” she said. “I could use a little of Muladhara’s influence. I’ll be next door if you need me.”

I kissed her and turned back to my primal sanskara, settling in to cleanse as much magic as I could before the shit hit the fan.

Which it did sooner than I expected. My eyes snapped open as I heard a great whooshing roar, like a hurricane suddenly passing over my reservoir, and then I heard the Magus’ voice echo in my mind: All of you - fly toward the sound of my voice - hurry!

It made no sense, I couldn’t see where he was, but somehow I willed my way toward him, Brielle flying through her portal to join me just as we both moved toward his voice. It wasn’t up, it wasn’t down, but rather through, as if my reservoir were on a piece of paper, and we were punching through the very parchment to another sheet.

Light blazed, a kaleidoscope of colors, and then I saw a sight that beggared the mind. A hurricane indeed was swirling before us, endless thunderclouds of colored magic like the stratosphere above the manifold’s center, all of it focused on a great portal through which two thick cords of silver plunged, cords that suddenly were emerging from Brielle and my hearts. 

Beside this portal floated the Magus, his form resplendent, like a sun glimpsed through horizontal clouds, the sheer magnitude of his power shining forth through his corporeal shell. Alessandra was there, too, skydiving down toward him, her intent clear, her determination unwavering.

Down we flew into that roiling vortex of godly magic and power, down through the storm to reach the very nexus, the eye where the portal stood, our cords passing through. 

The Magus was straining. Magic was flowing from him in torrents, great floods of it that he was pouring into green tendrils that were wrapped around the portal and which reached out into the hurricane, merging with it.

The Enigma’s power! The Magus’ voice was a roar to eclipse even that of the hurricane. I’ve got him neutralized, but he’s fighting back. For now, the way is ours! The Magus laughed. A clever foe, I’ll give him that, but he didn’t reckon with being flooded with ten times the power he can handle. He’s scrambling. Now - I’ll keep the gate open for as long as I can!

What to do? I looked to Brielle, uncertain, and saw her equally paralyzed with indecision.

Not so Alessandra. She dove through and was gone.

Go! The Magus waved his hand, urging us on. Go, or the chance will be lost!

Fuck it, I thought, and with Brielle holding on tight, I flew after Alessandra, and into that pale fire.

The rushing roaring sound rose to a crescendo - and then was replaced by a deafening silence. Brielle and I flew out through the portal onto the floating island, its grass green and sharply bladed below us, the Guardian turning toward us in alarm.

Alessandra was there, floating back, a sword of flame in her hand. Her eyes were wide with shock.

This should not be, said the Guardian. This transgression cannot be allowed. You must all return.

Sorry, I said, wrestling with my own shock and confusion. I, ah, this is all a misunderstanding -

The Guardian didn’t care. A huge two-handed sword made of blazing light appeared in his hands, easily as tall as he was, heat baking off its length. Return, or I shall impose myself upon your spiritual integrity.

Brielle, behind me! shouted Alessandra, moving forward to engage the Guardian. 

Wait! You can’t fight it, that’s the fucking manifold itself! 

But Alessandra either didn’t care or didn’t think we had a choice. She raised her flaming blade, and just before the Guardian engaged her the Magus came through.

The Guardian turned to face him, ignoring Alessandra. And stilled.

The Magus was coruscating with power. As if he’d swallowed an entire thundercloud and was now filled with lightning bolts. His eyes glowed like shards carved from the sun, and his form was exalted, his features made godlike, his hair floating about his head as if he were underwater.

Know peace, said the Magus. We are on the Source’s mission, and there is no shame in bending knee to our purpose.

And he extended his hand, and I felt a wave of power flood forward to pass invisibly over the Guardian.

Who fucking hesitated, stilled, then bent a knee and lowered his head.

The Magus considered the entity a moment, then turned to me. We’ve done it. Alessandra and I will be the first living beings to ever emerge from one Birthstar into another. My greatest accomplishment yet. But we are not done. We must emerge into your reality. Guardian?

I shall return you to your realm, it said, still down on one knee. 

Let it be so, said the Magus

The island swirled about us, colors bleeding into each other, shapes losing coherency, and then, with a gasp, I sat up.

I lay on the table as before, in the central room on our complex in Tagimron. Brielle lay beside me, both of us naked but for towels draped across our forms. Little Meow was sleeping at one end of the table, her masked head cushioned on one arm, while Imogen sat to my left, chair pushed back on its rear two legs, a book open in her lap.

My sudden jerking upright startled her - she jolted, turned to stare at me, overbalanced, and with a cry fell back to spill out on the floor.

“What?” Little Meow sat up straight, reaching up to adjust her mask - then froze.

She was staring past me.

Skin prickling with goosebumps, heart racing as if I’d just skydived for real, I twisted about and saw the Magus standing behind me, Alessandra beside him.

Both were naked. Both were breathing deeply, as if they’d finished a four-hundred-yard sprint. Neither seemed to give a damn over being naked.

“Noah?” Imogen sat upright, staring at the strangers, adjusting her broken glasses, one hand rising to crackle with a barely restrained levenbolt. “Talk to me, Noah. What’s going on?”

“I… I don’t know,” I said, sliding off the table, fighting for breath, trying to understand. “This is - I didn’t think - I mean -”

“We did it,” breathed the Magus, his elation burning through his words. His musculature was impressive - you’d never guess that he was centuries old. “By the Source.” His eyes burned with energy. “Noah! Admit that I was correct in my surmises!”

“Noah!” Emma came running into the room and stumbled to a halt, eyes going wide. “What the…?”

“Friend or foe, Noah?” Imogen rose from a crouch. “Friend or foe?!”

“I - friend,” I said, raising my hands. “Friend! Everyone relax! Nobody do anything, all right?”

“A moment,” said the Magus, and closed his eyes. “Indulge me as I use a touch of geomancy.”

And then Imogen rocked back as if a wave had just surged past her. Her face went pale and the lightning flecks disappeared from around her hand. “That… that power - who is he?”

Brielle moved around the table to join me, a towel wrapped around her body, throwing one to Alessandra as she came. “The Wandering Magus from my home world. And everyone, let me introduce my sister, Alessandra.”

“Your sister?” Emma’s confusion deepened. “But you said she died…?”

“It’s complicated,” I said. My mind was spinning. “We went to a… different version of Brielle’s home. And the Magus there said -”

“I’d prefer it if you didn’t speak for me,” said the Magus, opening his eyes and smiling. “And we don’t have much time. The Enigma is en route. He is, for reasons I cannot understand, absolutely wroth with my toying with his little trial. I’d say we have but minutes before he comes.”

Valeria strode into the room, ax in hand, only to falter to a stop beside Emma. “What the…?”

“Powerful wizard and dead sister from Brielle’s world,” said Emma. “They’ve come back with them somehow. That’s all I’ve understood thus far.”

“Your brow,” said Little Meow, pointing at Brielle. “It’s… I mean, excuse me, but it’s still lead?”

I turned to Brielle. Little Meow was right. “She never passed her trial. Does that mean…?”

“There’s lots to discover,” said the Magus with a grim smile. “First, I think we should kill this Elegiac Enigma. Doing so will do much to resolve your quandary and begin the process of freeing Tiphareth from Lilith’s clutches.”

“Kill…?” Imogen adjusted her spectacles. “The Wandering Magus? But how did you emerge from the manifold? Are you a projection of its power, or…?”

The Magus turned his full attention upon Imogen. “You are an impressive young woman. But I sense Harmiel’s taint upon you. Noah. Were you aware of this?”

“I - yes.” I was having trouble keeping up. “We know of it. Not a problem.”

“If you say so -” But then he winced. “Ah. That’s not good.”

“What is it?” asked Alessandra, wrapping her towel about herself as she turned to him. “Magus?”

“My magic drain is proceeding faster than expected. Not the Enigma. Not the manifold, even. No. A moment please. Let me think.”

And we all actually stood there in silence, staring at him, waiting as he frowned and stared at nothing.

“Ah,” he said at last. “I understand. We’ve inserted ourselves into a closed system. Noah, recall how I told you that any such system tends toward entropy, and that it was my hope we could upset that equation?”

“Yes?”

“I was wrong. We’ve left my own world unbalanced with our lack, and unbalanced this world with our presence. We’re being pulled back by that inequality. I can fight it for a few minutes more, but I’m wrestling with galaxy-sized forces. I’m afraid we can’t stay long.”

“Wait!” Imogen took a step forward. “Noah, are you staying behind? Can we defeat the Enigma without the Magus?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Time for some split-second decisions. “No. We’re going back. Brielle hasn’t finished her trial. We can’t count on killing the Enigma without the Magus. Damn it! We’ll return as soon as we can.”

“Yes,” said the Magus. “That is best. I have a plan. Equivalencies in kind. The Enigma should call off his attack as soon as we disappear. This has been -” he took a sharp breath, inhaled deeply, and looked around himself with frank frustration. “Disappointing. But merely a first foray. Come. I’m nearly drained.”

I looked to Imogen, to Valeria, Emma, and Little Meow. They appeared as bewildered as I was. 

“Hold on,” I shouted, even as I felt energies begin to pull me - not down, or back, but into myself, somehow. “We’ll be back soon!”

And then everything blurred again, the world swam, I heard that rushing roar, and my vision blurred. A deep and profound sense of falling, and then with a cry I opened my eyes once more.

We were all back in that meeting chamber in the Kether Gate monastery.

The Magus’ face was bathed in sweat, his skin pale, his shoulders heaving with effort. Alessandra immediately rushed to his side, dropped to one knee. 

“What. The fuck. Just happened?” I asked, turning to Brielle. “Did you see all that?”

Her eyes were glazed. “I - yes. We emerged from the manifold. If only for a moment.”

“A success,” said the Magus, voice grim. “A partial success. To have even accomplished that much is staggering, but I’m not content. There must still be a way.”

“Rest,” said Alessandra. “Let me send for help -”

“None is needed.” The Magus rose to his feet. “Time is of the essence. This Enigma is weaker than me, but he has the upper hand. The manifold obeys him. If we give him time, he’ll seal the portal against us, make it so that I won’t be able to open it until I find an entirely new method.”

“You said something about equivalences,” I said. “What were you talking about?”

The Magus began to pace. “At the heart of it, reality is a simple thing. You can write down its rules and formulas on a single napkin. It is truly that elegant. And one of the principles that governs it is that every action creates a reaction. By Alessandra and I leaving our world, we created a void that sucked us back. However.”

“However?” I asked, watching him pace back and forth.

“However, the problem could be solved by ensuring that no void were left behind. Two can cross, but two must remain.”

“I don’t understand,” I said. “Brielle and I will go back.”

“What is most important here, Noah?” The Magus stopped pacing so as to stare at me. “What is your gravest priority?”

“I - what? Defeating Lilith, of course.”

“Then we must do all that we can to increase those odds. My friends, I will be frank. Time is running short. Already the Elegiac Enigma is sealing the portal against us.” He stopped behind his chair, and laid his hands upon its back. “We have a difficult choice before us, but one, if we set emotion aside, which is really quite simple.”

I rose to my feet, not knowing quite why. “What are you talking about?”

“We must send two people back to your reality. Obviously you need go, Noah, for as powerful as I am, I am not the Savior. However.”

“Wait.” I raised a hand, as if he was about to rush at me. “Swap Alessandra for Brielle? Is that what you’re saying?”

“What?” Alessandra also rose to her feet. “Magus, you can’t be serious!”

Brielle sat there looking as if she’d been sucker punched. Which, I suppose, she had.

“Listen to me, Savior. Calm yourself down. As I said, we must decide quickly. You now know my theory to be true: this world is not figment of the manifold’s imagination. We are as real as you are. Alessandra is by far the better companion. Brielle, forgive me. But Alessandra’s magical powers, her potential, her acumen, her temperament - she outshines her younger sister in every way. I cannot take Brielle’s place because we are too different, but two sisters, bonded by blood - I believe the universes will allow that transfer. Take Alessandra, bond with her so that she becomes your companion in truth, and then with her aid increase your chances of defeating Lilith!”

“No.” No thought, no hesitation, no doubt. “Absolutely not.”

The Magus gritted his teeth in frustration, then glanced to Brielle. “Alas. It is not your decision to make.”

“Brielle won’t agree to it.” I paused, waiting for agreement, then turned to her. “Right? Brielle?”

Brielle’s eyes had turned glassy. She was staring at Alessandra with horrified fascination. “You’re real. This is all real. Not an illusion.”

“Yes,” said the Magus grimly. “Which is why this is in turn a real decision. Brielle. You can do much good here. You know Lilith is coming. That she is going to assault this world. Think on how you can help defend the kingdom. The difference you can make this time. Let your sister help Noah. Let her save the universe. You know she can. You know she can do a better job than you. You know she’s better at this than you are.”

“Watch your mouth, Magus,” I said, throwing caution to the wind, and strode over to Brielle’s side. “Don’t listen to him. This is it, right here, Brielle. This is your test. Pass it. Say no. Come back with me.”

“But he’s right,” she said, blinking and looking up at me. “Alessandra is better than me. At everything.”

“I don’t care!” I wanted to laugh, I wanted to cry. “I chose you, not her. You’re my companion. You’re the woman I love. Tell them to go to hell and come back with me!”

“I love you, Noah. And maybe… because of that love… I have to do what’s best for you.” Her eyes were raw, wounded, her expression vulnerable beyond belief.

“I choose what’s best for me.” I was beginning to panic. “And I choose you, Brielle. You.”

She rose to her feet, cast a tremulous glance at Alessandra, and then looked down. “In my heart, in my heart of hearts, I know she’s the better warrior. The better magus. She’s strong where I’m weak, and by the Source, when I compare myself, I feel weak all over.”

I took her hands in mine. “You are not weak. You’re the fiercest, most beautiful -”

“Noah.” Brielle couldn’t meet my eyes. “While I thought this all an illusion, I agreed with you. But the Magus is right… this affects the whole Tree of Life. Why should I come with you if there is a better option?”

“Is nobody going to ask me what I want?” asked Alessandra. 

“No,” said the Magus.

“And what?” I wanted to tear my hair out, to shake reason into her. “I should go upgrading my companions as I go? Swap them out for better models wherever I find them?”

“But doesn’t that make sense?” Brielle finally raised her eyes again. “To improve your chances? This isn’t about you and me. This is about defeating Lilith.”

I took a deep breath. My mind was aflame. My heart racing. And then the words of the Carnivorous Winter came to me:

White is the color of death, and into it bleeds all feeling, all hope, all terror, everything that is, until all that remains is the self, quiescent, alone, and without wonder or pain.

And with that, my emotions calmed. I stepped back from the edge of panic, and was able to muster a smile, a true smile, one that I felt radiated my love for Brielle from the depths of my soul.

It took her aback. Her eyes widened and she took a step away. “Noah?”

“Oh Brielle. You’ve got it exactly wrong.” And a sense of peace washed over me, of mastery, of being at last in control, of myself and the situation. “This is about you and me. It’s about Imogen, about Valeria, Emma and Neveah, too. It’s not about power. It’s not about lethality. There will always be stronger opponents. What this is about is the strength of our devotion to each other. Our bonds. How we make each other stronger. I feel nothing for Alessandra. I feel everything for you. With you by my side, I know I can defeat Lilith. With her? I would feel lost.”

“Enough of this foolishness,” said the Magus. “Brielle, do what you know needs to be done -”

I extended my hand to the Magus without looking at him. “In the name of the Source and all that is holy in this universe, I command you to shut your mouth and not speak on this matter again.”

It wasn’t psyche-imperium, but my words somehow resonated with power. I never took my eyes off Brielle. Held her hand tight in my own. “Come with me, Brielle. Come with me, my love. I need you.”

Tears overflowed, ran down her cheeks, and her jaw trembled. “You sure?”

My smile was the rising sun. “You know I am.”

“Then…” A last moment of hesitation as she glanced at Alessandra, and then she looked back to me and gave a nod. “All right. I’ll come back with you.”

The world spun, colors flowed into each other, the small meeting chamber melted away and was replaced a second later by the floating island in the center of the manifold’s maelstrom.

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from Brielle, and though she was still weeping she grinned back. I pulled her into a hug, held her so tight I thought I’d crack her bones, but she squeezed back just as hard, and for a moment that seemed to last forever we just floated there, spinning slowly in space, the endless fury of the multi-colored crowds racing above us, the Guardian watching with quiet solemnity.

Send us home, I said to him without looking away from Brielle.

As you wish.

My eyes opened. I was lying on the great table in the center chamber, a towel laid over my waist, the air chill. The girls were off to one side eating a meal, talking softly, but their conversation stopped when I sat up, Brielle stirring beside me.

“You’re back!” Emma dropped her bowl and ran over, grabbing me in a furious hug. “Thank god!”

“Brielle?” Imogen hurried to her side and parted her crimson hair - “You did it! You passed your trial!”

She was right. The lead circle in Brielle’s brow had turned to solid gold. Brielle reached up to touch it and laughed weakly. “I guess I did.”

Valeria strode over, and together she and Imogen enfolded Brielle in a group hug, laying their heads on her shoulders, and Brielle closed her eyes and received the love, simply sat there, taking it in.

“How was it?” asked Emma, voice nervous. “You didn’t explode in blood this time.”

“Wait,” I said. “We were just here. You guys just decided to have breakfast after we left?”

“After you left? Noah, it’s been three weeks. You think we’d starve without you?”

“Three weeks?” I pressed my palm to my temple. “But - how - we just came through the portal like five minutes ago. With the Magus? And Alessandra?”

Emma’s expression was blank. “I really don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“Brielle!” My shout caused the three girls to step apart. “It was a trick! The manifold! Fuck but it’s good!”

“Trick?” Brielle frowned. “What are you talking about?”

“We never came through. The Magus was never here. It was all part of the simulation.”

Her eyes widened and then immediately narrowed with anger. “That fucking sneaky machine -”

“Wait,” said Imogen. “It tricked you into thinking you’d come back out?”

“Yes,” I said, and then clutched my head with both hands. “Damn it’s good! It fed us this whole crazy theory about Birthstars and layers of reality, and - never mind.” I shook my head in wonder. “And we thought the whole time we had it pegged. And somehow it still tricked us. God damn.” I sagged back, suddenly feeling weak. “That was… really close.”

“I would have agreed to a lie…” Brielle shook her head in wonder. “Insidious, that’s what it is.”

“I’m not normally one to pry,” said Imogen, “but this I’m going to really want to hear.”

“I’m fine sharing,” said Brielle, raising her chin. “I’ve nothing to hide. But without Noah.” She looked over at me, eyes shining. “Without him, I’d never passed.”

“Nor would I,” said Valeria, voice quiet.

“Or me,” said Imogen. “Looks like the Source did well when it picked him as the Savior.”

“Oh hush,” I said. “You guys are going to make me start thinking I’m hot shit. I’ll really be insufferable then.”

Emma hugged me tight. “Come on. You’re insufferable already.”

“There, that’s more like it.” I looked past the table to where Little Meow was sitting still with Neveah, both of them watching intently. “Hey guys.”

“Hello,” said Little Meow, giving me a little wave. “Glad I didn’t have to put your liver back in or whatever this time.”

“Me too. No injuries at all. I could get used to the good life.”

“Hello Noah,” said Neveah, voice quiet, expression solemn. “Well done, Brielle. We’re now more than halfway there.”

“Yeah,” said Emma, suddenly subdued. “Just Neveah and myself left to ride the rollercoaster.”

“Yay,” said Neveah, totally deadpan, and for some reason that cracked me up.

“I’m sorry,” said Imogen, “but I’m still caught up on the whole ‘pretended to emerge from the manifold’ thing. Can we serve you guys some breakfast and hear about that?”

“Yes,” said Brielle. “Absolutely. Do we have coffee?”

“Here,” said Neveah, pushing a carafe forward. “It’s lukewarm by now, though.”

“Works for me.” Brielle squeezed my hand one more time, her eyes shining, and headed toward the hallway to her room. “Be right back with some actual clothes on.”

Emma watched her go. “She looks… good?”

“Yeah,” I said, getting off the table and wrapping the towel around my waist. “She did good, too. It was much more cat and mouse time. We were much more aggressive about trying to figure out the manifold’s strategy, and I think it kept shifting to adjust. But it’s still like playing a chess master. For every innovative move we made, it would incorporate our tactic into its own plan, so that it felt like we were always falling into its trap.”

“Sounds right,” said Valeria, pulling out a chair for me. “No hordes of demons this time, I take it?”

“No. I’ll let Brielle share the details, but we appeared in her mother’s court, perhaps a year before Lilith’s portal appeared in the sky to attack her world. And guess what Brielle did the second we appeared before the throne.”

Valeria scooped what might have been scrambled eggs with some sort of tuber-like veggies onto a plate for me. “She started insulting everyone and telling them they weren’t good enough.”

“She stabbed someone,” said Emma.

Imogen sat down and raised an eyebrow. “Dethroned her mother, somehow?”

I laughed. “No. She unleashed her flame sword upon everybody. Killed like twenty people.”

Everybody stared at me blankly.

“OK, so maybe that’s funny to me now, but yeah, at the time I was shocked, too. She nearly killed her mother, but her older sister was there and warded her. And then the Wandering Magus guy stepped out of the crowd and locked us down with psyche-imperium, took us away and interrogated the shit out of us.”

“Holy crap,” said Emma, fork halfway to her mouth. “She killed half the court?”

“She thought it wasn’t real, and was determined to not play by the manifold’s rules. But yeah.” And I proceeded to explain how the interrogation had gone down as I chowed on my breakfast.

When Brielle joined us, once more in her red leather combat armor, she paused as everybody turned to stare at her. “What?”

“Half the court, Brielle?” Emma shook her head. “That was your go-to instinct?”

Brielle sniffed and moved to the table, taking up her plate. “In retrospect, my instincts were correct. They were just illusions.”

“I was about to launch into the whole Birthstar theory that the Magus shared with us,” I said. “Want to tell them instead?”

“No, I think we’re all in need of some amusement, and hearing you attempt to describe universal metaphysics should do the trick.”

“Nice,” I said. “Right back to form. Anyways.” So I did, explaining the Lilith/Source cycle, the role the Birthstars played in creation, and eventually the Magus’ theory of how we could punch out of one reality into the next.

“Fascinating,” breathed Imogen. “That… I’ve never heard it spelled out so baldly before, but yes. It’s not quite heretical, but it does accord with many ancient theorems. And if anybody would know, it would be the manifold itself.”

“So you think it was telling the truth? The Source is last year’s Lilith?” I asked.

“Could be. Impossible to say for sure.” Imogen shrugged. “But it is a very neat and compelling theorem.”

“And to think,” said Neveah, voice quiet as she served herself another plate of eggs, “that the people of Tagimron are using this Birthstar to create moldy food.”

“Actually, Noah, there’s something you should know,” said Emma, turning toward me. “Unadeen is getting very impatient.”

For a second I couldn’t place the name. “Unadeen. The guy running the Questors? Who was running a slave ring before?”

“The same,” said Emma. “The situation is getting really bad out there. With the loss of this manifold food production has cratered, and people are starting to starve. Unadeen’s alliance with the Loyalists was dependent on getting his hands on this manifold, and since that hasn’t happened, the alliance has fallen apart. There’ve been food riots, and Unadeen’s been demanding to meet with you. Said that it’s been more than two months since you made your promise, and if another month passes the death toll will be on your head.”

“Great,” I said, losing my appetite. “I mean, yeah. I can see why he’d be pissed.”

“We’ve told him we’d reach out when we’re ready,” said Neveah, “but he’s getting very impatient. I have had numerous encounters with scouting patrols that I believe are searching for this base. We’ve had to adopt some serious precautions when venturing out for food and water.”

“We’ve got two more trials to go,” I said. “I don’t know how long that will take.”

“We’ve explained as much to him,” said Imogen. “And impressed upon him quite strongly that what we’re doing takes precedence. But. He has to listen to his people, and they’re getting very, very impatient. The Final Skulls have placed a bounty on your head, and half the city is now searching for us. We’ve been fortunate thus far to evade notice, but we’re going to have to move base soon.”

“Um, I’ve agreed to help with the food situation,” said Little Meow. She was wearing her overalls again, the ones that revealed her bare shoulders and showed a lot of skin. “I’ve got some friends who are willing to make deliveries for me? And act as go-betweens when it comes to buying food and stuff from the market. But, I don’t want to be suspicious of them, they’re all really nice and my friends, but the bounty is getting really large.”

“Meaning they might betray you?”

Little Meow shrugged her bare shoulders. “Maybe? I really trust them, but times are also very tough.”

“Right. Damn.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Set up a meeting with Unadeen, then. I’ll have to explain in person. He’ll simply have to accept that we’re going as fast as we can. And yes. Let’s change base. We’ve been here for a long time, but we’re just tempting fate at this point.”

“I’m going to miss the steam room,” said Emma.

“As am I,” said Neveah. “But such is life.”

“Such is life,” said Valeria, scraping the bottom of the scrambled egg bowl. “We didn’t make enough for everybody. Who’s still hungry?”

My stomach rumbled. “I’ll have more if you’ve got some.”

“Five minutes,” said Valeria, moving over to the little fire over which a grill had been placed. “But we’re running low on supplies in general.”

“Noah?” Brielle smiled tentatively at me. “A moment?”

“Sure.” I stood. “Excuse me, ladies.” And followed Brielle to her room. Entered first, and then turned as she closed the door behind her.

“I wanted to say… I don’t know what I wanted to say,” said Brielle, leaning against the door and studying me. “Everything happened so fast. My head was spinning. I could have done something… made a really bad decision. But you kept calm. You were so… confident. Like you knew exactly what you wanted. And that grounded me. Reassured me. Helped me make the right call. So - thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I said, reaching out to take her by the hips and pull her toward me. 

“You’ve changed so much.” She gazed up into my face, expression wondering. “The boy I met in Bastion is still in there, he’s just… grown up, I guess. Or… I don’t know. But this confidence. This wisdom you’re showing. It’s getting us through these trials. You’re getting us through these trials.”

I smiled. “I’m really, really tempted to just take the compliments and ask for more, but - all this wisdom and maturity I’ve developed, you know? It’s preventing me from being an ass.”

“You ass,” she said, smiling and giving me a gentle shove.

“But seriously. I’ve only grown because of you guys. Your patience. Your love. Your strength. It’s given me time to… I don’t know. Become more myself? Even though half the time I still feel like I’m flailing. But there’s one thing I really am learning.”

“What’s that?”

“To trust my instincts. My emotions. To not let doubt and insecurity rule me as they once did. Maybe that’s how I’ve changed. Where before I’d look away, or doubt myself, or hesitate, now I just go for it. Those instincts were always there. I’m just finally trusting them, counting on them. And it makes things much, much simpler.”

Brielle laid her cheek upon my chest. “I’m glad. I don’t know what would have happened to me if I failed that test. Maybe I’d never have come out. Or I’d just have failed to turn my circle to gold, and trapped us in Tagimron. But you saved me. And I’ll never, ever forget it.”

“OK, not to get cheesy here, but you saved yourself. You’re the one who made the final decision. Who said all right, and decided to come with me. Give yourself credit.”

“Mmm,” said Brielle, non-committal, and then smiled. “My sister was great, though, wasn’t she? Did you hear her at the end? Asking why nobody was asking her opinion? As if even then, as a simulation created by the manifold, she was refusing to be used.”

“Yeah,” I said. “If your real sister was even half as amazing as that Alessandra was, she sure was something.”

“Yes she was,” said Brielle, voice quiet and dreamy. “And what I said in there is still true. I don’t regret anything. I know Valeria and Imogen were really shook up by their experiences, but I feel… lighter. Blessed. My time with my family was an unexpected treasure. I mean, it was hard, sure, but I’ll never forget those days with my sister. That was a true gift.”

“I’m glad,” I said, hugging her tight.

“And Nils. I’ve been telling myself all these years that his death was a tragedy from which I’d never recover. But seeing him again, speaking with him, I realized that narrative was no longer true. It was true for my sixteen-year-old self, but not the me of today.”

She pulled back to study my face once more. “And that’s a blessing, as well. It’s as if I was haunted, and can finally let that ghost go. And as a result… I feel free. Free to discover who I am now, as opposed to who I used to be, or who my past insisted on what I should be.”

“Good,” I said. “You deserve it.”

“Remember the card Shalarra pulled for my past?”

“The Eight of Swords?”

“How it said I was powerless because I’d entrusted my power to another? How I was a victim awaiting rescue, but at any moment could open my eyes and rescue myself?”

“Yeah.”

“Well.” She smiled, a delicate, blushing smile, like the first time a newly emerged butterfly spread its wings to the sun. “I feel like I’ve finally opened my eyes. And can step out of that ring of swords at last. Thank you, Noah. For the part you played in that.”

I leaned down and kissed her. Softly, tenderly, and with a great uprising of love in my chest. She held me close, squeezed me tight.

“It’s ready!” came Valeria’s shout.

And then she pulled away with a laugh. “You’d best go eat. You’re not done yet.”

“Hmm,” I grumbled. “Fine. But maybe we can find a moment for you to thank me properly, later.”

“That would be… nice,” she said, then bit her lower lip. 

“Indeed. Well. All right. I’d best put on some clothes, because this towel’s not going to hide what we’ve been, ah, up to.”

She glanced down at my bulge, laughed, and pulled the towel aside as she lowered herself to one knee. Took my cock in her palm, and slid my head into her mouth. Swirled her tongue beneath the head, then took all of me, angling her head and neck so that she pressed her face briefly against my pubic hair, one hand on my balls, then pulled free with a gasp of air. 

“There,” she said, a strand of saliva hanging from her lips to my cock head. “Something to hold you over till tonight.”

“By the Source,” I groaned. “You’re going to leave me hanging? What happened to all that gratitude?”

She stood and wiped her lips clean with the back of her hand. Smiled wickedly at me. “Oh, it’s there. But I haven’t forgotten how you dropped me.”

“Oh,” I said, and then my eyes widened. “Wait. Really?”

She leaned in and kissed my cheek chastely. “I always get my revenge. This is just a taste. Now hurry up and get dressed. Your eggs will get cold.”

“Not a problem right now,” I said, stepping out of her room, only to turn back. “You were joking before, right? About the Firepepper enema?”

Brielle’s smile widened just as she closed the door in my face.

“Fuck,” I groaned, hurrying to my room before anybody saw my tented towel. “Just when you think you’re winning.”

 

Chapter 27

 

 

 

We met with Unadeen the next day. Little Meow acquiesced graciously to working as an intermediary, and set up a meeting location in a small courtyard with enough exits that nobody would feel trapped. By my request the meeting was to take place first thing in the morning. I didn’t want it hanging over my head all day.

It was raining when we ventured out of the tunnels, led by Neveah to an innocuous exit into a sub-basement that was filled with dusty machinery and old vats. From there we climbed into a regular basement which was being used as storage by a commercial venture on the ground floor of the building above us, and proceeded laterally until we came across a narrow stairway that took us up into one of the thousand crisscrossing alleys that cut through the heart of any Tagimron building like the scars across my back.

Darkness, with a hundred drops of stinking water falling from the hidden heights. Uneven flooring, countless doorways leading off into byzantine mazes. Closed-faced people hurrying by, the sound of a baby wailing tiredly, and more people begging from each corner than I’d have thought possible.

Making our way to the courtyard was an education in how things had changed since we’d stolen the manifold. The beggars were thick about us, following us, hands outstretched, sensing our strength, how well fed we were. Their faces were ashen, their eyes wild, but they didn’t even look like beggars - most were adequately dressed, wearing good shoes, looking like normal citizens. Citizens who suddenly couldn’t get food anywhere, who were starving before our very eyes.

The worst were those without the energy to chase after us. The ones who lay in dark corners or propped up against the wall like living dolls. Their faces sunken, their eyes dull, their bodies skeletal. Their eyes tracked us, however, without hope, and I couldn’t meet their gazes.

Neveah scouted ahead, blending into the shadows like a sliver of darkness herself, and returned at the last to tell us everything looked kosher in the courtyard. Unadeen and two body guards, one of which was the massive Tamuran. There were no doubt other warriors hidden close by, but on the surface at least it didn’t look like an ambush.

We emerged into the courtyard. There was no daylight, of course, and the gray trapezoid far above us where the skyscrapers ended was hard to distinguish from the general dark. Still, somebody had, in possible irony, placed a dozen large clay pots about the courtyard, each sporting a mock tree of metal pieces welded together. Trash and filth lay thick everywhere, so that I stepped carefully as I moved to greet Unadeen, not wanting to trip or stumble. Valeria hung back by the entrance to the courtyard, Liz’s crossbow held at her side, the others moving alongside me.

“Noah,” said Unadeen. He wore a mustard robe and was without his ceremonial hat, but still he radiated that subtle menace that spoke of great power. His smile was tight, his eyes narrowed. “You grace at last with your presence.”

“Master Unadeen,” I said, deciding on the fly that it wouldn’t hurt to be respectful. “I appreciate your patience. I’m pleased to inform you that we are making good progress. Already three of my companions have passed the Elegiac Enigma’s tests. We’ve only two more to go. Soon the manifold will be yours.”

“Not soon enough!” The man’s voice was a whipcrack. “On what time frame do you think the rest of Tagimron is operating? We do not have more months for you to leisurely pass these tests, but need it now! Thousands are dying, Noah. Do you hear me? Thousands. Children. Babies. Young mothers. We are throwing their bodies off the edge by the score each hour. The wailing rises toward the heavens, and there is nothing I can do to still it, nothing the Final Skulls nor the Loyalists can do, because our precious equilibrium has been broken, shattered by your needs, and now our people die!”

I bore it with a stoic, neutral expression. Nodded and raised my hand to forestall him before he could continue. “Perhaps you should blame the Enigma, then for putting these ridiculous trials before us. I don’t do this by choice.”

“Would that I could! I would wring his scrawny neck!”

Tamuran turned to Unadeen in shock. “Master!”

“No, confound it! All is collapsing. The Final Skulls came to my temple complex and stole my manifold, Noah. Did you know that? It seems they’re even less patient than I, and after my alliance with the Loyalists, they decided I had to be behind your theft. Didn’t help that snitches reported you staying with me.”

“I didn’t know,” I said.

“Of course you didn’t! It is not the people of the Final Skulls who die, but the families of my followers! And the Loyalists! They no longer believe my word. It has been too long! The alliance is dead! Which leaves me - where? With no Cornucopia Machine, no alliance, no future, and no way to keep my people from starving!”

“I hear you,” I said. “And I’m sorry. It was never my intention to cause any harm. But I need this machine. I need to pass the Enigma’s trials. I need to leave Tagimron. The second you tell me how else I can do this, I’ll do it. But until then, I don’t have a choice. I must past these trials. And then - and only then - will I give you the manifold.”

Unadeen gritted his teeth so hard I saw the muscles ripple along his jaw. “Blast you! Do the lives of children mean nothing?”

“That’s rich,” said Brielle, voice dripping with disdain. “From a man who peddled the flesh of young women just a few months ago.”

“Watch your tongue!” Unadeen drew a folded fan and pointed it at Brielle’s face. “We all do what we must to survive, and now even that source of income is denied me. I ask you! How am I supposed to provide for my people? Tell me, oh great and mighty Noah. What should I say to the young families when they come begging at my door, holding their starving children out for me to see as if I could do something about it?”

“You know I don’t have any answers,” I said, voice turning stony. “I’m going as fast as I can. I swear this to you by the Source. If I could go faster, I would.”

“No good,” said Unadeen, and then spat at the ground between us. “No good, Noah Kilmartin. If that is your position, then I demand this: steal another Cornucopia Machine and give it to me. You stole one. Steal a second.”

For a moment I was tempted, but then I shook my head. “Our focus must remain on passing the trials. I’m sorry.”

Unadeen drew himself up. “Then so be it. This meeting is over.”

“Sorry,” I said again, knowing the word was worthless. “But the second we’re done we’ll send word.”

Unadeen strode away, Tamuran and the other guard at his heels. A moment later they were gone.

“Well, that went well,” said Emma, voice subdued.

“They’re going to be trouble,” said Neveah with quiet certainty. “We’ll need to hide well.”

“There’s only so many places we can go,” said Imogen. “Tagimron is simply not that large. But I’ll use my geomancy to find us an even better place. And thank goodness for Little Meow. Without her I don’t know how we’d acquire food.”

Valeria was scanning the darkened windows, Liz’s crossbow raised. “Best we get going. Being out in the open like this is inviting trouble.”

“Agreed,” said Brielle, hand on the hilt of her blade. “We should -”

A circle of black expanded to the size of a manhole in the air, and through this tumbled a coil of silk rope. 

Our reaction was immediate; we drew weapons and raised hands that flickered with potent magic. 

As before, the Elegiac Enigma slid down the rope with consummate ease, his burgundy cloak flapping about him, and landed neatly upon the trash, where he sketched a low bow and lifted his masked face to beam at us.

I glared at him with something akin to real hatred. How his foppish costume annoyed me, how I wished to tear off his idiotic gold mask and reveal his false face beneath.

He locked eyes with me and his smile widened, grew so broad that it caused his eyes to narrow, cheeks bunching up like small golden apples. “Greetings, my brave friends! Ah, what merry chance it is to meet in so dismal a place, so fortuitous, so synchronistic!”

“Enigma,” I said, Shard unwavering between us. “What the fuck do you want?”

He straightened and drew back as if affronted. “Such anger! My dear Noah, speak to me thus and I’ll begin to believe we’re not bosom buddies.”

“Well,” I said, pretending to consider his words, “we’re not. So there’s that.”

“Alas. The cruelties of the world have thrust us apart. All the world shall mourn. But I’ve come to make you an offer you simply will refuse. It’s incumbent upon me, you see, to dangle treats that I know you’ll turn your nose up to. Are you ready to hear my terms?”

“Don’t waste our time,” said Imogen, voice so cold I could almost see vapor rising from her mouth. She was no doubt thinking of the hell he’d put her through.

“My dear Imogen, you wound me so! After all that we’ve been through.” He put his hand to his chest. “It wasn’t me that brought up your horrific past and propensity for causing suicide by charming the socks off a poor idiotic sap you kidnapped and then convinced to kill himself so that you could gain access to Lilith’s powers so as to impress an idiot who’d only fuck you in the ass. You did know that, didn’t you, Noah? Sandovar would only fuck her in -”

Imogen let out a cry of pure, unadulterated rage, and unleashed a levenbolt as thick as her arm. It flashed out, faster than the eye could follow - and formed a ball in the Enigma’s upraised palm. 

“Temper, temper,” he said, as one might chide a child, and then popped the glowing ball into his mouth and swallowed it down. “But as I was saying. Are you ready to hear my terms?”

Imogen was shaking, so furious that her face was mottled in patches of red and white. Valeria stepped up alongside her and placed a hand on her shoulder. “Easy. Just let it go.”

“Like you let everyone else go, dear Valeria? I’m so sorry, but this is just too rich, I can’t resist.”

“Enough,” I said, but the Enigma steamrolled over me.

“Oh, what a tragic farce your past was, my Amazonian dear! So many dead! And you couldn’t do anything, save any of them! And what did you learn from your little trial? How to give up. That’ll serve you well, won’t it. My mistress is looking forward to having a word with you, by and by. She thinks you’ll make an admirable servant, and oh, how you’ll love to bend knee -”

Even as Valeria raised Liz’s crossbow with fierce determination a shadow arose from behind the Enigma, and Neveah’s demon blade hewed through his head. The mask of gold was cleft in twain, the hood parted, and the whole of the Enigma’s costume collapsed to the ground as if the man within had simply teleported away.

Silence as Neveah landed neatly in a crouch, her massive odachi held parallel to the ground, and then she spat onto one of the mask’s halves. “I hate people who talk too much.”

The rest of us simply stared.

“Is he… did Neveah just kill him?” asked Emma.

“I doubt it,” replied Imogen. “Maybe she banished him or caused him to flee. For which you have my undying thanks, Neveah.”

Who stood up, spun her blade about with impossible dexterity, and slid it into the massive scabbard with a technique I couldn’t have dreamed of replicating. “My pleasure.”

“The bastard.” Valeria’s voice was shaking. “He enjoys this. Tormenting us. Torturing us. Trying to find our weaknesses. And to think he’s seen into our deepest secrets. I feel violated.”

“Me too,” said Brielle, voice stiff. “There must be a way to destroy him. Like we did Victor.”

“A demon blade to the head apparently isn’t enough,” I said. “But it’s a start. Come on, before he shows up again to complain about how rude we are.”

We hurried out of the courtyard, and in rapid order disappeared back underground, into the basement tunnels and then deeper, till at long last, with many uses of geomancy to make sure we weren’t tracked, arrived back at our little complex.

We were all seized by the same sense of urgency, and got to work moving out. To our mutual surprise, we’d accumulated quite a bit of stuff during our two months there - food, water containers, blankets, kitchen utensils and pots, wooden practice swords, chairs, candles, lanterns, a few bottles of wine - but between all of us we were able to pack almost everything we wanted and within an hour we were ready to go.

“I know you’ve not been here much,” said Emma, as we all stood in the central chamber, staring at the now bare dining table. “But for me and Neveah it’s been a good two months. I’m going to miss this place.”

“Me too,” said Imogen, voice quiet as she reached out to take my hand in her gloved one. “It’s been a welcome respite to all our traveling.”

“And a good place to train,” said Emma. “I’ve learned so much here. I haven’t even had a chance yet to share what I can do now with you, Noah.”

“I can’t wait for you to tell me,” I said, taking her hand in my free one. “And yeah. I’ve not been here as much, but it’s been good. But now we’ve got to move on.”

“Thank you,” said Neveah, and to my surprise she bowed to the empty chamber. To the bare shelves, the ashes in the fire pit, the door to the steam room. “For having us. And for the memories we’ll treasure.”

I exchanged a glance with Emma, but she gave a curt nod and then turned to bow to the room as well. “Thank you.”

And the rest of us bowed as well. If not to the room, then perhaps to what these rooms had witnessed, had manifested, and to the safety and reprieve they’d afforded us.

From there we headed out into the tunnels. Neveah led us at first, taking us well away from our old quarters, through a network of tunnels, some narrow, some as broad as avenues, down and down, till at last she reached the edge of her knowledge, and Imogen took over.

We walked for perhaps a little under an hour, and I guessed we’d reached the far side of Tagimron when Imogen paused.

“Something promising through here,” she said, and led us down a hallway so narrow we had to turn our shoulders to make it down, our huge packs scraping and dragging against the walls. “Here.”

“Where?” I stared at the blank wall. “This dead end? A bit lacking in amenities.”

“No,” she said with a smile, and reached out to pass her hand through the wall. “It’s an illusion - I can see past it with geomancy. Where’s the handle - ah. Yes.”

There was a click, and then she reached in with both hands and pushed. I heard stone grate against stone, and then she stepped through the illusory wall and was gone.

I stuck my head through. A huge door stood ajar, revealing four broad steps beyond descending into the darkness. In short order we pushed the door open wider, and made our way down into a brand-new complex. The four steps spilled out into a weirdly shaped room, which let out into a rectangular space with bunkbeds. There was an actual bathroom whose toilet bowl seemed to let out into the void, a second narrow hallway perpendicular to the bunk room off of which another four small rooms opened. 

“A bit dour,” said Brielle when we finished exploring, “but I suppose we can make it work.”

“No steam room,” said Emma with a pout.

“What was it?” asked Valeria. “Any guesses? I’m getting a sense that it was a bunker of some sort. Notice the reinforced walls?”

“I don’t know,” I said, easing my pack off and onto the floor. “But it’s got beds and a huge stone door, so I declare myself content.”

Valeria nodded and eased the manifold pack off her shoulders. It clunked down onto the cement floor. “And I don’t mind putting this down.”

“Oof,” said Emma, smacking her palm on one of the bunks and causing a cloud of dust to flare up. “I’ve definitely grown spoiled by the last place.”

“We’ll make it work,” said Neveah. “Come, I’ll help you strip these beds.”

They set to, while Valeria and I moved the manifold into one of the small rooms off the perpendicular hallway. 

“No table,” I said as we lowered it to the ground.

“No chairs. Might be worth going back to scavenge.”

“As long as we’re careful.” I straightened and dusted off my hands. Looked at her in the half-light. “How are you holding up?”

“You mean in regards to my trial?” She took a deep breath and then sighed. “All right. But I won’t deny that the Enigma’s words stung. That whole ‘learning how to give up’ jibe.”

“Yeah, fuck that guy. It’s his job. But you’re doing all right?” I reached out for her hand. It was callused, strong. “These past three weeks were OK?”

“They were… hard. I’ve been having nightmares.” She looked down. “Seeing my Battle Sisters dying, mostly, though there are some really wonderful ones that feature a brutalized Jana crawling across my bedroom floor toward me. You know, the kind where you’re paralyzed and can’t move?”

“Yeah,” I said softly. “I hear you. I’ve been having some nightmares of my own.”

Valeria gave me a lopsided grin. “We’re going to be a pretty fucked up crew by the time we get to Lilith, aren’t we?”

“You saying we weren’t when we started out? That’s generous of you.”

She snorted quietly in amusement, and I pulled her to me. Ran my hands down her strong arms, then took hold of her by the nape of the neck and pulled her brow to mine, so that our foreheads were touching. For a moment we just stood there, and then she put her arms around me and pulled me into a hug. Her breasts were large and soft against my chest, in complete contrast to the rest of her body.

“I’ve missed you,” she said softly.

“I’ve missed you,” I said, nuzzling her ear, breathing in her scent. “It’s good to be back.”

“But you’re heading right back out. Makes me feel like one of those housewives I always mocked back home. Waiting for their husbands to return from war.”

“You? A housewife?” I pulled back and smiled. “I’d pay good money to see you in an apron.”

Her eyes gleamed. “And nothing else? It’d cost you.”

“How much?”

“Not too much. I think I’d enjoy that too.” 

I smiled, kissed her, then held her close again. “It’s good to see you doing well.”

“It took awhile. But training Emma helped take my mind off things, and Imogen’s been great. Quiet but there. No need for words. We’ve been getting close. The pain we both suffered has bonded us in a way we weren’t before. Made us closer.”

“Good,” I said. “Silver linings.”

“Silver linings,” repeated Valeria. “Should be the name of our group.”

“Not bad,” I said. “Maybe it should be.”

Valeria laughed quietly again, kissed the side of my neck and then pulled away. “Maybe. Can I give you some advice?”

“Sure,” I said. “What did I fuck up now?”

“Nothing. At least, not yet. My advice is this: take Neveah next. Emma’s gaining confidence by leaps and bounds with her blade work and magic, and will benefit from consolidating her skills a little longer. But Neveah… I can tell that the waiting is starting to wear on her.”

“Yeah?”

“Yes. We’ve spoken a few times about it now. It’s damn hard to get her to open up, but all this time spent waiting together has helped. She knows what she’s going to face in there, and knows what she has to do with you to face the trial. She’s not showing the tension - I’ve never seen anybody with more self-control - but I know she’s starting to fray at the edges. Find time with her tonight. Talk to her, and invite her to go next.”

“All right,” I said, and couldn’t deny that my pulse sped up a little. “I’ll do that.”

“And… be gentle with her.” Valeria hesitated, as if unsure how much to say. “She’s at once the strongest person I know, but also the most fragile. If - when - you two - you know - let her take the lead. She told me she swore to herself that she never would again. She’ll be breaking an oath to her last savior when you both - you know. So respect that. Give her time to process.”

“Yeah, of course. Thanks for telling me.” I chewed on the inner corner of my lips for a moment in thought. “You think she actually wants to? Or is it like the first time you propositioned me, back in Bastion? All practical duty?”

“Hard to say,” said Valeria. “But I think she genuinely likes you. She’s had plenty of time to see what kind of person you are. And you’ve been a real gentleman with her. Never pressured, never complained. You’re brave. And that one sparring match you guys had - remember? Where neither of you moved, even though it seemed like you were dueling?”

“Yeah,” I said, remembering.

“That made a big impact on her. I caught her smiling at nothing several times after that.”

“Good,” I said. “Would you think I’m being silly if I tell you I’m pretty nervous about it? About being with her?”

“Silly?” She frowned at me. “No. Of course not. Why?”

“I don’t know.” I rubbed the back of my head. “Maybe because she’s so reserved. So lethal. So… amazing. I’ve been through some shit myself now, and whenever things get really bad, I think of her. How strong she is. How much she’s been through. And that gives me strength.”

“You should tell her that. I know she’d appreciate it.”

“OK, I will. I just… I don’t want to make things worse for her, you know? She’s been through more than I can imagine. It’s like, the more I go through myself, the more I appreciate her own strength, and the less I understand how she’s still walking and talking.”

“And cutting heads off Elegiac Enigmas,” said Valeria with a smile.

“That, too.”

“You won’t fuck it up,” said Valeria, interlacing her fingers through mine. “You’re a good man, Noah. You’re honest, you’re compassionate, you’re strong, and you’re sweet. You’ll do just fine.”

“Thanks,” I said, and wrapped my arms around her. For awhile we just stood like that, in the half-light, her head on my shoulder, and then finally she stirred and smiled regretfully. 

“We’d best get back. The others will think we’re hooking up, which would be a shame as we’re not.”

“Ha. Well. Wouldn’t take twisting my arm to change that.”

She laughed quietly, almost sadly, and patted my arm. “You need to keep that energy for Neveah. Come on, let’s go.”

I followed her back into the main bunkroom. The girls were busy unpacking, setting up a small kitchen corner, with Brielle and Emma arguing about where best to create a small campfire given the lack of ventilation. Imogen had hopped up onto one of the bunks to fiddle with one of the lanterns, while Neveah taking foodstuffs out of her pack and setting them against the wall.

“Emma!” My voice stilled their conversation, and Emma whipped around to stare at me in concern. “The moment of truth has come!”

“What?” Emma rose from where she was kneeling to face me. “What on earth are you talking about?”

I grinned and took up one of the wooden blades from against the wall. “Valeria says you’ve gotten much better with the blade. Let’s see what you can do.”

“Yes!” She nearly clapped. “I mean, great! Right here?”

“There’s enough room if everyone gets into a bunk,” I said. 

“Look at Noah talking like a sword master,” said Brielle, climbing up beside Imogen. “Emma, put him in his place.”

Valeria climbed up to a bunk across from Imogen and Brielle, and was shortly thereafter joined by Neveah. “Try not to hurt him too badly, Emma.”

“I’ll go easy on him.” Emma took up another wooden sword, and I immediately noted the increased familiarity with which she held it, the confidence, the casual stance into which she fell. 

“Looking good,” I said, not raising Shard just yet. “That sword too heavy?”

Emma narrowed her eyes in annoyance. “Offering to hold it for me while we fight?”

My grin widened. “Let me know if you get tired.”

“Insufferable,” said Emma, gliding forward, keeping her center of balance firmly over her feet. 

I began the Vam Mantra. I wanted every edge I could get.

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

My pulse immediately began to slow. I felt my body relax, tension bleeding away. Breath deepened. My stance, which I had thought solid, felt uncertain; I adjusted my posture in subtle ways till it felt right. Shard light in my hands. Peripheral distractions fading away.

“He favors forward lunges,” said Valeria. “He’s not patient in defense.”

I watched her shoulders, her hips. Good balance. Her arms looked stronger. The blade didn’t waver. Her gaze was steady as well - not darting about, but relaxed, as if she were looking through me. 

Excellent.

Shard hung by my side, and I slowly moved it back into a rear guard, like a tail extending down and back. Emma slowed, seemed to hesitate, but I knew it was a bluff - her breathing remained calm, collected. 

Here she comes.

A burst of movement as she exploded toward me, a swift lunge at my chest which I parried by bringing my own blade up and across, knocking her own aside. But the lunge had been tentative - a feint - and sure enough she recovered quickly, bringing her sword down in a quick chop at my legs. 

Laughing, I parried, then circled around, watching as she turned, observing how she moved her weight, how she stood, how her knuckles whitened on the hilt of her sword. 

Here she comes, I thought again, and once more she darted forward, this time to unleash a series of rapid chops at my head. I countered each one, giving ground, and then ran into a bunk. Ah - she’d been trying to pin me on purpose. A flash of satisfaction on her face, and then she swept her sword in a killing blow at my neck.

I parried, hard, and stepped into her, ramming my shoulder into her chest. She staggered back, surprised, but got her blade up in time to parry my stab.

“Nice!” I grinned and backed away.

“You shoved me!” 

“I did. All’s fair in love and war.”

“Really? Good to know.”

Again she pressured me, and again I backed away, giving her room to demonstrate her skills. Which, I was glad to see, were considerable - she’d been drilling for four or five hours a day for two months under expert tutelage. She was nearly as good as I was without the Vam Mantra going.

Parrying was exhilarating - the clack clack clack of our swords coming faster and faster. Behind her blade I saw a look of serious focus on her face, her brows furrowed, and then she put more strength behind her blows, pressuring me, driving me back - and then an arm looped down and around my neck, pinning me against another bunk.

“Hey!” I cried out in protest, but then Emma buried the point of her blade in my stomach and I let out a cry of surprise and pain.

“Victory is mine!” crowed Emma, stepping back.

“True,” said Valeria, releasing my neck. “Gutted, Noah. You should be, and were.”

“Not fair!” I rubbed my stomach and turned to glare at her. “Interference!”

“Valeria’s third rule,” said Emma. “Always be aware of the terrain.”

“I didn’t know the terrain could reach down and grab me by the neck,” I groused, but then couldn’t keep my grin back. “That was incredible, Emma. You’re amazing.”

“Theoretically,” she said, frowning down at her wooden sword. “I’ve not been in a real fight yet.”

“I’m sure you’ll get your chance,” said Brielle, hopping down off the bunk. “Ask Noah how his first fight went.”

“Better not,” I said, remembering the goblins. “But seriously. Fantastic progress.”

She blushed and gave me a genuine smile. “Thanks.”

“And your magic?”

“Progressing just as quickly,” said Imogen, some small measure of pride in her voice. “I’d rate her at fourth, perhaps fifth circle in levenbolt.”

“Already?” I turned back to Emma. “Hot damn.”

“I’m trying to think of something modest to say and coming up short,” she said, blushing and grinning still. “But yeah. Imogen’s an amazing teacher.”

“That she is,” I said. “Even the Magus in Brielle’s test commented on her teaching skills.”

“He did?” Imogen raised one eyebrow. “Then I’m less inclined to believe it.”

“He was being sincere. That’s the manifold’s MO, after all. Mix in as much truth as possible with the lies.”

“Well,” said Emma, “I’ve had lots of time and amazing teachers. Neveah’s been incredible as well. Though she’s just as likely to crack me in the ribs as tell me to get my guard up.”

“Quickest way to learn,” said Neveah where she reclined on the bunk, propped up on one elbow, smiling enigmatically.

“Fantastic.” I grinned at her. “Funny how far we’ve come.”

Emma propped her wooden blade on her shoulder and smiled back. “We’re a long way from Kansas.”

Imogen frowned. “I thought you were both from a place called Ohio.”

“We are.” I briefly considered trying to explain the Wizard of Oz, but immediately gave it up. “Just an expression from home.”

“Fun as this has been, we need to let Little Meow know where we’re at,” said Valeria sliding down from her bunk. “Emma, want to come with? We’ll need her to be ready for Noah’s next trip.”

“Sure,” said Emma, returning the practice blade. 

“And we’re going to need a lot more food and illumination if we’re to avoid getting depressed in this new complex,” said Brielle. “Imogen? Want to go on a shopping run? I’m sure we can find a new market in this part of Tagimron where we won’t be noticed.”

“Sounds good,” said Imogen. “I want to try making that eel noodle soup again. This time I will get it right.”

Groans from all round, and I smiled in that half expectant way people have when they don’t understand a joke but kinda wish they did. 

“Don’t worry,” said Emma, patting my shoulder as she walked past me. “You’re getting off lightly inside the manifold. You’ve no idea about the horrors we have to deal with out here.”

“Hey!” Imogen pretended to pout. “Horrors? Excuse me?”

“Eel noodle soup. Yeesh!” Emma shuddered and strapped Victor’s blade to her hip. “What I wouldn’t give for a cheeseburger.”

“Or a kimasa roll,” said Valeria.

“Or soft egg dumpling platter,” said Brielle.

“Well, too bad. You’re all getting eel noodle soup.” Imogen glared at them defiantly. “It won’t take me that many more iterations to get it right. We just have to let the eels steep a little longer in the ink sauce.”

“Yeesh,” said Emma again, shuddered, then grinned at Valeria. “Ready?”

“Ready,” said Valeria, slinging her ax over her shoulder beside the magic crossbow.

“We’ll head out together,” said Brielle, donning her hooded cloak. 

“Did you grab the sacks?” Imogen rooted through one of the bundles thrown against the wall, and drew out two burlap bags. “Here. This should be big enough for the hundred lanterns we’re going to need to buy.”

“And incense,” said Valeria from down the hallway. “Get lots of incense. This place has a mildewy smell.”

“And throw rugs,” said Emma. “Perhaps a couch?”

Their laughter echoed back to us, and then we heard the scrape of the door opening, voices growing distant, the scrape of it closing behind them - then silence.

Leaving me alone with Neveah. 

“They did that quite smoothly,” she said, the shadow of a smile passing over her face. “You could almost believe it was natural.”

“Yeah,” I said. Why was my mouth dry? She was so still, watching me from her upper bunk like a leopard from a high branch. Should I sit? Play it normal and start unpacking? Maybe start off by setting down the wooden practice blade?

Inspiration.

“Now that there’s no risk of being grabbed by cheaters in the upper bunks, you want to go a round?”

A moment during which I’d no idea how she’d respond, and then she leaped down, supplely undulating off the upper bunk to land lightly before me. Her dark hair fell across one eye, and without taking her attention from me she reached out, took up Emma’s practice blade, and brought it forward and center, holding it with both hands.

“So, just a practice round, right?” I pretended to be worried. “No breaking bones.”

“No promises,” she said, and then to my immense relief smiled. 

All right. Time for the fucking Vam Mantra, real fast. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

My pulse immediately began to slow. I felt my body relax, tension bleeding away. Breath deepened. I adjusted my stance, bending my knees a fraction more, turning to give her a three-quarter profile. Raised the wooden practice blade to shoulder height, parallel to the floor, hilt held far back so that its lacquered point was by my cheek. 

The world faded away. There was only Neveah. Her single staring eye. Aching blue and ringed with green. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought.

So much emotion within that stare. Silence as we studied each other. I saw fear. Uneasiness. Doubt. The slightest of frowns marred her brow. 

Such intensity. Such a ferocious will. The things this woman had survived. Trials to put my own to shame. What sacrifices had she made to keep moving forward? How many parts of herself had she shut down so as to remain functional?

I sensed no imminent attack from her. She was reading me in turn. The tips of our blades pointed at each other. 

She’d always been an enigma. Never seeking attention. Always content to remain in the background, to let the others argue, to keep her own council except during moments of real importance. To my chagrin, I’d often overlooked her as well - Brielle’s demands or Imogen’s insightful comments and so on holding my attention.

But I’d been through three trials now. Imogen, Valeria, and Brielle. I knew how strong each of them was. They’d passed their trials. But the Enigma had exposed their weaknesses, their doubts, their deepest insecurities. They felt mortal like myself. Fallible. Normal, even. 

Neveah? She was on a different level. After a few weeks with Sandovar, I knew I wouldn’t have survived six months under Taniel’s ministrations back in Bastion. 

But it was more than just her shockingly powerful will to survive. Having gone through some shit now myself, I understood how you had to suppress certain parts of yourself to keep going. But when I looked at Neveah, when I saw how much she’d suppressed, how minimalist she’d become - only now did I begin to appreciate the sheer scale of trauma and horror that she must have passed through to necessitate such brutal repression.

Her will wasn’t merely directed outward, at our foes and obstacles - but inward, at keeping all that pain tightly bound. 

And now we were going to have to pick at the knots. Force her to confront the darkness she’d spent every waking moment since I’d met her avoiding.

Can’t say I was at peace about that.

There - a subtle tightening of her knuckles about her hilt. 

All creation before me.

My sense of imminence heightened - this stillness was about to shatter. Her eye narrowed a fraction. 

Then, suddenly, shockingly, she sprang forward, blade spearing forward in a straight thrust, faster than thought, right at my sternum.

All creation -

I parried, swept her blade aside, our blades cracking together, but that was just the beginning of her onslaught. 

She came at me with everything she had. Blade hammering down from left and right, short, sharp chops that I fought furiously to block, then a vicious oblique swing which I swayed away from, only to grunt in pain as she slammed the hilt of her sword into my gut. 

We wheeled in the tight confines between the bunks, and again she was after me, wielding her blade with perfect control, her technique flawless, overwhelming me, coming at me from all sides. 

My world narrowed even further and I stared through her, picking up almost indirectly the movement from her shoulders, the way her hips betrayed where she was stepping to next, my wrists and forearms already beginning to burn from the effort of fending off her attacks.

By the fucking Source, she was strong! Each strike that I parried sent a numbing shiver down my sword. 

Her hair was a wild corona about her face, and with a chill I saw something akin to madness there in her eyes - something flat and absent and utterly predatory. She was grunting now with the hardest of her strikes, the sound somehow feminine and terrifying at the same time, as she put more and more effort into getting past my guard.

I had to give ground. Sweat stung my brow, ran down into my eyes. I couldn’t catch my breath. She was as relentless as a storm. Only the Vam Mantra allowed me to keep up, to keep her wooden blade away from me. 

This was no practice round. Something else was at stake here. I was about to be pinned in the corner of the room. I couldn’t let that happen.

I reached for Manipura’s black sun, and allowed its power to flood into my limbs, to increase my own potency and speed. 

Felt my arms swell with power, the world slow down a fraction as I grew all the faster. For the first time I was able to catch her telegraphed intention - and stepped into her swing, within its radius, so that her blade slashed around uselessly behind my back as I slammed my shoulder into her chest.

Neveah cried out in surprise and staggered back - that blow should have knocked her off her feet - and recovered quicker than thought. Before I could capitalize on my momentary advantage, she spun, whipped around so that her knuckled backhand came at my face. I took the blow on a raised forearm, and then - due only to the prescience granted me by the Vam - parried her blade as it whipped around in turn.

A gliding step forward and she headbutted me. 

I cried out, my vision momentarily blanking, and more by luck than skill parried her next slash, blinked away the pain with Manipura’s aid, and flew up into the horizontal with the power of flight to avoid a wicked slash that would have broken one of my knees.

Time to press the attack. I unleashed a blistering series of blows that she was forced to parry while remaining in a crouch, scooting back in her attempt to get away from me, moving with grace even in that awkward position. But I didn’t let up, kept flying over her, slashing and chopping as fast as I could, trying to maintain the initiative - until she reversed direction and threw herself into a forward roll.

I landed and turned just in time to see the far end of the room sink into writhing shadows. A hint of movement in their unnatural depths, then Neveah rushed out, trailing blackness like smoke, and with a scream came at me again, double-handed attacks coming at the speed of knife thrusts, high, low, from the sides, thrust down the center.

Fucking hell. I wasn’t good enough to keep up with this kind of attack. 

I poured more magic into Manipura. Felt my body crackle with fell potence, felt feverish delirium sweep through me as my senses grew raw, my speed unnatural. Stopped retreating, held my ground, and then began to drive her back.

The crack crack crack of our blades meeting was almost a blurred constant. Chips and splinters were flying from the curved lacquered edges, the swords being reduced to ruins. 

Her face was contorted with desperation, her hair a floating black nimbus about her head as if we fought underwater, her eyes filled with something akin to terror. Shadows wreathed her like flames, and somehow she was not only keeping up with my magically enhanced speed, but slowly regaining her edge.

Then, in the midst of a blurred exchange of blows, her sword shattered.

No hesitation on her part. 

Neveah thrust her hand into the air and called out a single, harsh word, a name that crashed upon me like a rolling wave of thunder. “Morghothilim!”

Her odachi was there, six feet long and parrying my attack before I even realized I’d made it. She held it one-handed in a reversed grip, the demon blade’s long, curved edge nearly clearing the space from bunk to bunk, and my wooden blade was severed in twain as smoothly and easily as if it had been a stick of warmed-up butter.

No recognition in her eyes. No sign of anything but the need to defeat me. Somehow she brought her demon blade back and around, causing its black length to flow around her and then spear forth like a javelin thrown from the depths of night.

Shard near leaped into my hand, and I raised it just in time to parry Morghothilim but an inch from my face. I was bowed over backward, all my weight on my heels, balancing precariously and straining as she bent her weight into her blow, pushing the demon blade down, toward me, grimacing and straining with everything she had.

Where the black blade met Shard’s edge, sparks flew both black and gold.

One, last, desperate ploy. I spun aside, falling to one knee, allowing Morghothilim to slide down Shard’s suddenly backward-pointing edge, and wrapped my arm around its hilt and her hands, locking it against my side as she stumbled forward. Trapped her tight, both blades pinned between us, her startled eyes but inches from my own.

“Neveah,” I said, fighting for as much calm and authority as I could muster. “Stop.”

She yanked at her arms, trying to break free, but a pulse of Manipura and I held her pinned.

“Neveah,” I said again. “Enough.”

Then her blade disappeared and she jerked her hands free to come at me without hesitation, her attack tight and all elbows.

I dropped Shard, drew my arms up to protect my head, took a knee to the gut, an elbow to the temple, and head ringing from the brutality of that last blow, stepped in hard, blasting forward into flight, lifting off the ground and rushing her back through the air to pin her, hard, against the wall.

“Neveah!” She was still struggling, fighting, trying to break free of my grip. “Neveah! Stop!”

If I didn’t get through to her I knew she wouldn’t. Would never stop, never cease trying to - what - kill me? I didn’t know. But she was snarling at me, struggling, her body feeling as if it were made of steel cables and not flesh, fighting even my heightened strength, utterly unyielding - 

- so I leaned in and kissed her.

She froze.

It wasn’t a sexy kiss. It was a last ditch and very panicked attempt on my part to stop this killing machine from going completely off the rails. Two feet off the ground, her wrists clasped in my hands, her torso pinned by my knee, I leaned in and kissed her. Hard.

For an agonizingly long moment she strained, her whole body one tense arc, and then she screamed. 

Shocked, I jerked back, letting her go, and watched as she fell into a crouch. “Morghothilim!” she screamed, and the demon blade was in her hand.

But instead of coming at me, she spun and slashed it through the stone wall, two feet of the black blade cutting through the stone. She screamed again and hewed the upper corner off a bunkbed, causing the whole structure to collapse. Whipped her huge blade back across, through the wall - and again and again.

I backed away, eyes wide.

Watched as she continued to scream and hack the shit out of anything and everything in that corner of the room apart. The floor, the ceiling, the walls, the remnants of that bunk - Morghothilim cut through them all again and again, till entire segments of rock began to slide free and thud to the ground. 

For how long she frenzied I don’t know. A couple of minutes. All I did was quietly collect Shard and retreat to the middle of the room, still flying, engaging the Priyam Mantra and First Prism as I sensed my magic beginning to run low, until at last she staggered back, all grace and poise gone, breathing in ragged pants, and dropped her demon blade.

It turned to black mist and disappeared inches from hitting the ground.

Neveah stood for a second, shoulders heaving, staring unseeingly at the scarred and ruined corner of the room before her, then sank to her knees, covering her face with her hands, to sob piteously.

Carefully, slowly, I approached. Hovered helplessly for a few moments, then sank down to the ground beside her.

She didn’t acknowledge my presence, but I had to do something. Aware that at any moment she could summon her demon blade and eviscerate me, I leaned in and wrapped my arms around her.

And to my immense relief Neveah didn’t kill me. Didn’t tear herself away. But continued to weep, the sobs coming from her depths, each one tearing itself free of her soul, wracking her whole body. I settled in beside her, held her a little more tightly, and carefully pulled her toward me so that her head rested on my shoulder.

She didn’t fight me. Remained kneeling, covering her face, shoulders heaving, weeping bitterly, but accepting my presence. My arms around her. 

I rested my cheek on her silken black hair. My heart was still pounding. I was ready to leap away at a moment’s notice. But nothing more happened. She wept for what felt like a very long time, and then, by slow degrees, subsided.

Eventually dropped her hands away, wiped at her wet eyes, and pulled back to turn and face me.

“I’m so sorry, Noah.” Her voice was raw, vulnerable. “I - I tried to warn you. Back in Tagimron. I almost -”

“But you didn’t,” I said. 

“But I wanted to.” Her voice was a husky whisper. “I just wanted you to go away. You and everything you represent. What I’ll have to do to continue our quest.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “If there were any other way. I know you don’t want to - well.”

“Sleep with you?” Her smile was defeated, amused, bitter. “It’s not that. It’s what comes with that.”

“The opening of doors,” I said.

“The opening of doors,” she agreed. “Doors I’ve kept locked and barred for as long as I can remember. The thought of opening them…”

“I understand. At least, I think I do.”

She studied me. Those aching blue eyes. Stark and acidic. “I think you do.”

“Some, at any rate. But if there’s anything I can do to make this easier…”

She frowned down at nothing, eyes searching from side to side, and then sighed and shook her head. “No. We might as well get it over with.”

And she stood, pulled a mattress off one of the bunks, and strode down the length of the room to disappear into the far hallway.

“Great,” I sighed, rising to my feet. “Get it over with. Lovely.”

But what else could I expect? Romance and candles? Giggling and chocolate-covered strawberries?

No. Sheathing Shard, I took one last look at the deeply incised walls, the huge segments of rock that had slid clear, their sides almost glass-smooth, and followed after.

There was a candle, after all. She must have snagged it on her way to the small chamber she’d chosen. The soft, golden glow brought some cheer and sense of intimacy to what was an otherwise grim scene: blank stone walls; a thin, ancient mattress; and nothing else. It might as well have been a prison cell.

Neveah had sat on the mattress edge and was unlacing one of her boots.

I sat next to her, then on impulse lay back, cushioning my head on one arm, and reached for her shoulder. “Come here.”

She raised a finely arched black brow. “At least let me take my boots off.”

“We’re not doing that yet. Come here.”

Neveah hesitated, then yanked her other boot off anyways and lay down beside me, head on my shoulder, hesitant and tense.

I draped my arm around her shoulders, pulled her in close, and just stared up at the pitted ceiling. Its cracks and patterns of age.

“Tell me about yourself,” I said. “Your life before… all this.”

I could almost feel her confusion. “My life? Before Bastion?”

“Yes. Do you remember it?”

“I do.”

I waited. The walls seemed to sway with the candle flame. After awhile Neveah turned onto her back, folding her hands over her stomach, and stared up at the ceiling with me.

“I was born at home, in my grandmother’s cabin. We lived all alone on the side of Rerardos Mountain. Forest as far as the eye could see.” And there she stopped.

I waited. Patient. Not moving.

Neveah sighed, continued. “The closest village was three miles away. It was only a handful of buildings around a crossroad. The closest town was over twenty miles away. For most of my childhood, it was just my mother, grandmother, and myself.”

Again she fell silent.

I wanted to ask questions. Prompt her. But something urged me to stay quiet.

“It was a simple life. My mother spent most of each day hunting. I worked the garden when I was little, and helped my grandmother in the field behind our cabin when I was big enough. We didn’t need much food, and were able to provide for ourselves. My mother was skilled with the bow, and the forest filled with game. My earliest memories are of digging carrots out of the earth. Watching my mother string up a deer she’d killed and dress it. I can see the organs steaming in the snow as if it were yesterday. Its lifeless eyes as its body jerked and danced beneath her blade.”

A moment’s hesitation, but this time she didn’t stop completely.

“Nights were spent reading to each other. My grandmother had sixteen books, and by the time I was six I had them all memorized. We played atarxis, a game similar to chess as well. But most nights one of us read while the other two worked. There was always work to be done.

“When I was six a man came. This was very unusual, for us to have visitors. I was so excited. He was dressed very strangely, I thought. But now I know he was just dressed in the fine clothing from court. He was broad shouldered, his blond hair gone to silver. My mother and grandmother sent me outside, but I listened from just outside the window. He’d come to ask my grandmother’s help. They seemed to know each other from a long time ago. There was a problem. She would have helped quell it by simply appearing by the senate’s side. She declined, and he left.

“I had so many questions. My grandmother refused to speak of it, but that night my mother argued with her. She thought my grandmother should have returned with the man, and said many things I didn’t understand at the time. Spoke of armies and corruption, the Silver Flame and other things. The next morning my mother began training me with the blade.”

She stirred uneasily. “I’m not telling it right.”

“You’re doing fine,” I said. “Keep going.”

“I trained very hard. It became my favorite part of the day. When I turned nine, my grandmother began teaching me magic. I’d been meditating since I was little, but under her tutelage I connected with Muladhara.”

“You were nine? So young?”

“I was late. My mother connected when she was seven. My grandmother when she was four.”

“Four?” I twisted to look at her. “Your grandmother could throw lightning bolts when she was four?”

“Not lightning bolts,” said Neveah. “Heavenfire.”

“Shit.” For a moment I didn’t know what to say. “Must have been hell on her babysitter.”

And Neveah actually smiled. “I suppose it must have been. As I grew older, my training got more intense. The same man came back twice over the following years, and each time he begged for my grandmother to return. She denied him every time, but on his last visit said that when I turned fourteen, I would go with him.”

“By yourself?”

“Yes. My mother and grandmother argued that night again, but this time they didn’t send me away. My grandmother said she would never leave her cabin again, and my mother had broken vows and disgraced herself when she became pregnant with me, and vowed to never return, either. My grandmother said that I had trained enough, and it was time for me to experience the world before renouncing it and returning to her cabin to live out the rest of my life there.”

“Your grandmother sounds… intense.”

“Intense. Yes. She was. But she had reason to be. I later learned about her past, and what she did, what she lived through… but that is another tale.”

I wanted to hear it very badly, but kept my mouth shut.

“When I turned fourteen a group of knights came to the cabin to escort me away. I was very excited, very naive, and didn’t care that my mother was so distraught over my leaving. We rode for two weeks to reach the capital, and it was… overwhelming. In so many ways.”

“I can imagine,” I said. “Fourteen years alone in the woods, and then to be thrown into a huge city…”

“I… so much happened that first year. I challenged the current Silver Flame and defeated her in combat, assuming her position, as it turned out both my mother and grandmother had. I became very important. The people looked up to me, and what I said carried great weight. The capital was about to fall. The old system was corrupt and hated. The wealthy had perverted the government so that their sons inherited the power despite the people’s vote. Poverty and famine were everywhere.”

Again she sank into silence. I waited, then shifted as my arm beneath her head began to tingle. “What happened?”

“I killed the senators, had the Demos torn down, and opened the granaries and treasuries to the people. Ended the government my mother and grandmother had both defended and struggled with. Many, many people died over the following year. More was destroyed than rebuilt. I learned many lessons. Was used by people more mature, cunning, and intelligent than I was. I abandoned the new government I had helped create and joined forces with the rebellion, which was composed of as many old noble families as it was philosophical purists. For three years we fought the new government. On my seventeenth birthday we defeated the new oligarchy and I had everyone imprisoned for life. But as wise as I thought I’d become, I was still naive. I was betrayed by the rebels and imprisoned as well.”

I tried to keep up, but it was too much. Didn’t help that she spoke about it so matter-of-factly. “You tore down governments and built new ones?”

I could hear the bitter smile in her voice. “I was much more powerful then.”

“Wow. And all this by the time you were seventeen?”

“Yes.” A contemplative assent, as if there were much more to her agreement than I realized. “I was held in jail for eighteen months before a new rebel group broke me out. They wanted me to lead another army against the new government. But I’d grown sick of the bloodshed, and come to understand that as powerful as I was, you couldn’t control people. You couldn’t force things to happen. That institutions and movements had a life of their own, and endlessly ate each other. That bloodshed only caused more bloodshed. So I instead set off to find the man who had come to my grandmother three times, and found him waiting in a village by the sea. I asked him to come back and set up the old senate. He agreed, and together we returned. By the time I was nineteen, the old system of government was back in place, with new governors and new, improved laws. But I saw that it wouldn’t last. That in a generation or so it would return to the way it had been. And I understood at long last what both my grandmother and mother had known. And so on my twentieth birthday, after six years of war and countless deaths, I decided to return to my grandmother’s cabin and not leave again.”

My mind was reeling. “Just how powerful were you?”

“Very powerful,” she said, voice quiet. “I had mastered five of the sanskaras, and could not be defeated in combat except by my mother and grandmother.”

“Five?” I sat up to stare at her. “You - holy shit.”

She pursed her lips and I saw again that vulnerability, that rawness. 

“You lost all your power with your memories?” I asked.

“Yes. My sanskaras were closed to me. My knowledge of how to connect and work with them removed. Only now am I starting to feel my way back to them. I can sense Muladhara in the corner of my soul, but not see it directly. Shadow magic is returning, but weakly. A little of Manipura. But…” She sighed. “Very, very little.”

I lowered myself back to one elbow and gazed down at her. “What happened when you decided to return home?”

“Lilith. Word had reached my grandmother that Binah had fallen and become Satoriel. When I returned home, she said it was my duty to travel to Bastion and become the next Savior.” Her smile became bitter. “Despite my power, I didn’t pass the Five Trials, and instead became a companion.”

“You - wait.” I sat up again. “You were nominated? You underwent the Five Trials?”

“Yes. I passed the first two. Failed the third. The details don’t really matter, not anymore, but I can understand now why I failed. Too much pride, too much reliance on my own strength, not enough faith in my companions. But instead of returning home in shame, I swallowed my pride and offered myself as a companion. And was chosen by Ilandro, and passed the Five Trials with him.”

Words spoken what felt like years ago by Imogen came back to me, as if whispered in my ear: “She was the strongest companion to ever set out on the quest...”

Imogen hadn’t been joking.

“And then you guys set out, but ran afoul of Victor in Ghogiel,” I said, voice soft with wonder. 

“Yes. So we now know. My last memories are of setting out. I don’t remember meeting Victor, or anything that came thereafter. Just… fighting my way with Morghothilim in my hand in my attempt to return to Bastion thereafter. My powers gone.”

“Damn.” I lay down beside her once more and stared up at the ceiling. “Why do you think Lilith let you go?”

“I don’t know,” said Neveah quietly. “I’ve asked myself that every night since.”

We lay there in silence. It was hard to encompass everything she’d shared. But I could imagine it. A younger Neveah leading revolutions. Tearing down governments. Surrounded by death and flames. 

She had that intensity. That gravity. That… dignity. 

And five sanskaras? She was creeping up on Wandering Magus territory. How had Victor stopped her and Ilandro? What had happened? 

Which, of course, led me to wonder how she lived with that mystery. Especially since Victor’s revelation back in Ghogiel that she’d helped him destroy Ilandro. How did you live with that uncertainty?

“I know where the manifold is going to attack me,” she said, breaking the silence.

“Ilandro.”

“Yes.” Her voice somber, controlled. “And I don’t know how I’ll handle it. I genuinely wanted you to leave me behind in Ghogiel. I… I don’t trust myself. How will I pass this test when I’m so easy to break?”

“Easy to break?” I snorted. “You’re the most amazing person I’ve ever met, Neveah. Easy to break is the last way I think anybody would ever describe you.”

She frowned. “I think you’re mistaken.”

“No, I’m serious.” I rolled back up onto my elbow. “Remember our third trial? The guy with the bow and the portal behind him?”

She stared up at me, not answering.

“You’ve no idea what kind of an impact it made on me when you kept walking toward him, despite taking - what was it - like six arrows? You were unstoppable.”

Still no comment.

“And then - I mean, I could just list everything I’ve seen you do, but I’ll say this instead: the thought of you and your strength has carried me through some of my darkest moments. In Imogen’s trial, when I was being tortured -” And my voice caught in my throat, catching me off guard. I cleared it, pushed on. “I thought of you. How you’ve kept going despite how bad things have been. You gave me the will to keep fighting on. You’ve no idea how much I admire you. How… impossibly amazing you are.”

A single vertical line appeared between her brows. Still she said nothing.

“I don’t know anybody as strong as you. As selfless. As… committed to her principles. Because if you weren’t, you’d have broken a long time ago. I understand that now. Having received like the smallest taste of that evil. When the world is trying to break you, it’s only your desire to not let down those you love that keeps you going. I… I held on because I needed to succeed at this savior business for everyone else, you know? Not for myself. If it had been for myself, I’d have cracked long ago.”

“Yes,” she said softly, simply.

“And I learned that from you. I mean, I know you’re hurt. More than I can ever understand. Maybe you’re even broken. But I also know that this quest to defeat Lilith is only going to get harder as we go. We’re all being broken, and I think… I mean, I know that I’m going to break at some point, too. Maybe all the other saviors broke, and the only difference between me and them will be if I can keep on keeping on even when I’m broken. Like you do.”

I didn’t know where that all came from, but it came out in a rush, and when I finished I felt almost taken aback by my fervor. 

New depths opened up in her eyes. It was the strangest experience - her irises didn’t change, but something subtle about how her expression changed, her pupils dilated, a thousand subtle cues - and I sensed walls parting. She reached up, slid her hand around the back of my head, and pulled me down toward her. 

Our lips touched. I hesitated, looking into her open eyes, and then she pulled me down again and we kissed fully. Intense doesn’t begin to describe it. My arm began shaking as I leaned over her, my pulse pounding. For what felt like an eternity neither of us moved, our lips locked, gazing into the depths of each other’s eyes - and then she turned her head a fraction to the side, opened her lips, and I felt the tip of her tongue trace a line of fire across my upper lip.

I shifted slightly, leaned down a little more, and sank into the kiss, amazed that it was happening, that after all this time I was kissing Neveah. 

And what a kiss. It was minimalist in a way, delicate, restrained - her tongue sliding slowly over my own, a slow, measured tasting of each other - but it was electrifying, the deliberation of it, the supreme awareness I had of whom I was touching, the very fact that she was deigning to do this at all.

I moved my other hand down to the subtle swell of her hip, leaned slightly over her so that her breast was under my chest, soft and high. Her hand was still on the back of my head, her fingers spread through my hair, exerting a constant pressure, making it clear that she wanted this, was ready, and to even just touch her hip was insane.

I don’t know for how long we lay there, just kissing, exploring each other, my hand drifting down her thigh as she bent her leg, her other hand moving down my back. She was so beautiful, so refined, so elegant and self-contained, and yet opening to me, lowering walls - the combination was intoxicating, thrilling, and kind of scary at the same time.

Finally, she put her hand on my chest and pushed me down onto my back, rising up sinuously to sit beside me. Reached up with both hands to seize her top and pull it over her head, and like that, with a cascade of her black gleaming hair falling back down, she was topless, with only a wrap of tightly bound wool around her breasts. 

Her expression was solemn, her gaze trained on me as she reached up behind her back, the muscles of her shoulders shifting as she undid something, and then the wrap fell free, and Neveah was half naked, her high breasts more erotic than I could have imagined, her nipples dark and small, her torso sculpted and lean but for the subtle swell of muscle.

Before I could move, she swung a leg over my waist and rose to standing, one foot on either side of my hips. Her black hair slid forward like an ebon curtain as she slid her pants down, raising one foot and then the next to discard it, so that she was naked but for her panties; her long, toned legs a mile long; the points of her broad pelvic cradle salient ; her pale panties cupping her sex suggestively.

And her expression. No playfulness, no teasing. An ongoing evaluation, sober and direct. Unwavering. Even as she slipped her thumbs under the edges of her panties and pushed them down, down over the swell of her thighs, to drop them, step out of them, and kick them aside.

To stand naked over me, without an ounce of self-consciousness, awkwardness, or hesitation. Glorious. Her body a perfected weapon. Her black hair draping her with its blue tints where it caught the candlelight.

Who was she? I still didn’t know. Who was her grandmother? What had happened to her in Ghogiel? 

I’d no idea. But I knew that I trusted her. Whether it was madness or not, I trusted her completely, and this moment, what was about to happen next, would bind her to me, would complete our circle of companions, would confirm a mystical union that I’d been waiting for, on some level, ever since agreeing to undertake the Five Trials in the first place.

I sat up and pulled off my shirt, lay back down and shoved my pants and underclothing off, toeing off my boots and discarding everything with a rough kick. To lie beneath her, my cock straining, my heart pounding, pounding, pounding, and watch her as she watched me.

She’d shaved her sex. Her outer lips almost met each other with perfect symmetry, so that I could barely glimpse her inner folds. 

Neveah followed my gaze to her sex, and then, for the first time, smiled wryly as she passed her fingers over her mons. “I knew this had to happen. Thought if I prepared myself, it might make the prospect more real. Easier, in some way. I was mistaken, but… I don’t regret it now.”

“Good,” I said, not knowing what else to say.

She lowered herself into a squat over me, and took hold of my cock. Examined it, as if impersonally curious, and then adjusted her posture so that my head was between her lips, the warmth of her skin, the slight rasp of where she’d shaven it down completely, like an electric jolt to my whole system.

“Are you ready?” she asked, voice husky, her face growing flushed.

“The, ah, hardness of my, ah, you know, indicates that all systems are green, and - yeah. Yeah, I’m ready.” I didn’t even know what I was saying.

“Good,” was all she said, and settled down upon me, so that I slid inside her, into her pussy with a single, clean thrust.

I groaned. She was tight, creamy as sin, and absolutely unhurried. Adjusted herself with slow gyrations of her hips, working me deeper, all the way in till her lips were grinding down upon me, her hands on my chest, her hair flowing about us and brushing my arms. In the depths of that shadowed hood her eyes gleamed, and the sight of her biting her lower lip was almost more than I could bear.

Still she didn’t rise, but instead worked her way back and forth with small rocking motions of her hips, her upper body motionless, her pelvic cradle tilting and then tilting back. I could feel her lips rubbing against me, then her ass cheeks against my thighs, then her lips, back and forth, perfectly controlled, her fingers digging into my chest.

Insanity. 

I stayed still, watching, glorying in the sensation. My whole body thrummed with desire, but I was mesmerized, watching as she closed her eyes and sank into the experience. 

Then, without warning, she rose up, right till my cock nearly slid free, and slid right back down, taking all of me again. 

“Fuck,” I groaned, tilting my head back and closing my eyes.

She did it again, the movement perfectly smooth, and pushed down harder, more aggressively. I slid in all the way to my balls. Again and again, she rode me, working her ass up and down, and it dawned on me that her motions were so focused, her control so smooth, that she was fucking me, actively pumping me to take what she wanted, and I loved that, couldn’t help but grin even as the intensity of that sweet sensation became more and more overwhelming.

I moved my hands to the outside of her thighs, felt the large muscles there tense and release, swell out as they pressed down on her calves then tauten as she rose again. Moved my hands farther down to grip her wide hips and begin thrusting more powerfully into her. She rose and fell effortlessly, but now I moved with her, and for the first time I heard her breathing faster, and that hint of loss of control, that she wasn’t a perfectly oiled machine, only galvanized me further. 

I began to slide in and out of her faster than she could rise and fall, and after a moment she went still, her hair brushing my shoulders and face as she squeezed her eyes shut, my cock pistoning in and out of her tight pussy as she just hovered above me. I sat up to bring my lips to her breast, and she gasped out in shock as I sucked her nipple into my mouth, a hard nubbin of flesh, then I sucked in the firm, smooth flesh of her breast itself in before releasing and moving my head to her other nipple.

She was gasping now, her body trembling, and I wanted more than anything to engage with Svadhisthana, to dive into its swirling golden petals, but no - I didn’t have the control, couldn’t risk that madness with Neveah. 

So instead, I sat up completely so that she sank into my lap, her legs closing around my waist, and she resumed bouncing up and down, arms over my shoulders, our eyes inches apart, the air electric between us, her body as sinuous and muscled as that of an Olympic gymnast.

Her expression was becoming one of concern, of surprise, as if something were welling up within her that she didn’t recognize, or hadn’t expected. I leaned forward, pushed her onto her back, and with her legs pointing straight up began to really fuck her, her hands buried in my hair, her cheek pressed against mine, her nipples hard against my chest.

“Noah,” she whispered, and hearing my name pass through her lips in that breathy, hungry tone pushed me even closer to the edge. “Oh. Oh Noah. Yes. I… yes. Harder. Fuck me harder.”

I needed no more incentive. I let loose, pounding my cock as deep as it could go into her, and her cries began to tear themselves free from her throat, her body writhing with mine, her hair spread out like a black pool around us. She was so tight, so slick, that I didn’t think I could last - but somehow I did, diving ever deeper into the sensation, losing myself in a world of sweat and clasping arms, her gasps and cries of need, her legs tight around me, her pussy taking all of me, again and again and again.

I felt her beginning to come, her cries coming faster, her nails scoring grooves of fire down my back, her body undulating beneath mine, strong and muscled and perfectly matching my rhythm. Her cries rose, higher and higher, and then she went silent, suddenly aching and locked and unmoving as my hips blurred into a frenzy, trying to get deeper, to slide into her faster, harder - and felt my own orgasm shatter me like a blow to the back of the head.

Time slowed, stopped. 

I was above Neveah on stiff arms, my head thrown back. Her back was arched, her breasts pushed up, her head turned to one side in a silent scream. She glistened with sweat in the candlelight, our bodies joined at the hip, our legs intertwined. My orgasm was a sun going nova in some distant, silent galaxy, a flare of white so brilliant it erased the vision, my seed exploding into her, filling her - but something else was happening.

My sense of self was splitting apart. I wasn’t one Noah, but five. Time and space were collapsing around me. My orgasm was multiplying, becoming many, and superimposed over Neveah and I saw shadows form, shadows resolve themselves into other women.

Emma screaming as she came, lightning exploding all around us as we spun in circles within the steam room.

Brielle beneath me, still coming from the first time, her eyes rolling up in her head, her face smeared with my cum, strands of hair caught in the mess, crying out again and again as I fucked her.

 Imogen lay curled up on the armchair before me, eyes closed, biting one finger, my cock sliding deep through her tight brown ring, into her coiled, pulsating depths. Closed my eyes, and she was in my arms, my cock searing a path in and out of her pussy, which was beyond anything I’d felt.

Valeria below me as I hammered into her cunt over and over, driving her orgasm ever deeper, and finally came as well, erupting within her, cock straining as I let out my own shout, lifting her ass clear off the bed, thrust as deeply into her as I could manage.

It was as if those moments were all joined into one, united across time, my orgasm in each case melding into a deluge of ecstasy that swept my sense of self before it, erased my mind, destroyed my body, incinerated my soul. 

And I felt them. The five women, not just in these memories, but out there, spread across Tagimron and beneath me, here in this small cell, felt them in a way I’d never done before, as if they were extensions of my sense of self, as if for a moment the walls had fallen down between us and our thoughts and feelings and emotions could flow into each other, merge, and become one.

The nova’s light washed through me, immolated me - and then faded away. Deep within my core I felt tectonic plates shift, deep rumbles of power and energy being released or realigned, and slowly my vision came back, saw Neveah beneath me, saw her smiling, and blinking, stunned, could only gaze down at her as she reached up to wipe her tears away.

“The union is complete,” she said, smile tremulous and heartbreaking. “At long last. We are all one.”

 

Chapter 28

 

 

 

I collapsed next to Neveah, chest heaving, so that we lay shoulder to shoulder, staring up at the ceiling, reconciling the emotions and changes that were taking place within me. I wanted to talk to her, to hold her, to say something, but too much was happening. I felt like a planet was forming within me, oceans heaving and churning, entire cliff faces collapsing, volcanoes erupting. Earthquakes. Definitely a lot of earthquakes. 

“Relax,” said Neveah, feeling for my hand and giving it a squeeze. “Breathe. It settles. Just… go with it.”

I couldn’t catch my breath. It was like something was wrong with my chest. So I brought on the Vam Mantra, forcing the words through the tumult in my mind, struggling for some clarity, some focus:

All creation in a… in a drop… All creation in a drop of…

I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. Tried to hold it even as my chest throbbed, my heart pounding, and then released in a startled gasp. What the hell?

All creation in a drop of water. All creation before me.

And again. And again, till the Vam’s soothing influence began to regulate my systems. My breathing began to steady, my pulse to slow. The tunnel vision relaxed. Eyes still closed I dove into my reservoir, unsure as to what I’d find, down along the golden filament to its core.

Five golden threads extended out from the same spot to where the aperture to each of my companion’s portals hovered, each of them visible now, distinct circular portals that hovered in the nothingness of my reservoir. Brielle’s and Imogen’s were limned in white fire, which had to reflect the greater depths we’d reached together, but hot damn. To have all five portals visible like this - what did it mean?

I tore my eyes away and considered my sanskaras. Muladhara was opening and closing as if breathing, while Svadhisthana was spinning, its great yellow petals fleshy and vibrant, exuding magic into my reservoir, replenishing my reserves. Manipura roared and spun as well, its copper rays blurring together, its great black heart a source of heat and power.

But more. I could sense… not see, exactly, but feel the presence of the other sanskaras. Looking above Manipura I saw four others, ghostly and translucent, exuding their own distinct powers, hovering in a state of potential, awaiting me. 

Anahata, the sanskara of matter and spirit, the bridge between our body, mind, emotions, and soul. 

Vishuddha, located just above, the source of vocal expression and our ability to speak our highest truth. 

Ajna, the “third eye,” the center of intuition.

And finally Sahaswara, the highest of them all, the sanskara of enlightenment and spiritual connection to our highest selves, to others, and ultimately the Source itself.

All five of them waiting, aware of me, somehow part of me, but still hidden, just out of my grasp.

Imogen’s portal opened. I don’t know how I was so sure it was hers, but I was, and a moment later Imogen floated into my reservoir in her glowing spirit form, eyes wide, Harmiel absent from her figure. 

Noah? What was that? What just happened?

I bonded with Neveah, I said, floating toward her and taking her outstretched hands. We’re all truly bonded now, I guess. The way we were supposed to be from the start.

Amazing. The influx of power. She looked down at herself, as if expecting to have changed. I must have gone up a circle or two in each of my sanskaras in one go.

Really? And look, see the portals? Those are new. What do you think they mean?

I don’t know. Have you tried opening one?

In response, I released her hands and floated over to Brielle’s portal. Willed it to open, which it did easily, and floated through.

Brielle hovered in her sanctum’s center, cross-legged, her hair a flaming corona, her eyes closed. 

Everything looked the same, but… intuition, or perhaps a newly born instinct, urged me to reach out to her with my mind, my will.

Brielle?

I felt my thought leave my mind, pulse out toward her. Almost as if I’d sent it forth in a bubble, like some kind of envoy. Definitely weird.

Nothing happened for a moment, and I was about to head back to rejoin Imogen when Brielle opened her eyes.

Noah? She straightened from her cross-legged pose. What… how did you do that? What just happened?

You heard me?

Obviously. Imogen and I were waiting for the coast to clear so we could cross a busy hallway when we were both hit by a wave of… I saw her struggle to describe it. We both came at the same time, all right? Very, very weird. Then she just fell into a crouch and closed her eyes. What the hell?

Follow me, I said, grinning despite myself and wishing I’d been there to see the both hit by a surprise climax at once. I took Brielle’s hand and pulled her after me, back into my reservoir where Imogen awaited.

Tell her to grab the golden cord like last time, said Imogen, so we can all talk.

I can hear you just fine, thank you very much, said Brielle.

Well, that’s new, I said. Before, neither had been able to hear the other without directly touching their golden filaments. 

Interesting fire effect, said Brielle, considering her filament and Imogen’s. What’s that about?

Think about it. I’m going to get the others. And flew over to Emma’s portal. A moment later I was inside her sanctum, which was perfectly spherical and smooth, without adornments or structural features, like the inside of a pearl. Emma floated in a fetal position, her expression serene, but her eyes flickered open a few moments after I pulsed her name at her.

Noah? What… what happened?

Long story, I said. Let’s all get together first so I can share it just once. 

She looked around herself in amazement. My sanctum? I’ve seen it before, but like in a dream - and you’re here? Of course you’re here. You can do this. It’s just… really new. You know?

Yeah, I said, smiling and taking her hand, pulling her in for a kiss. Everything just changed. Now we need to figure out exactly how. 

She kissed me bemusedly, a light brushing of our lips, and then followed me back out into my reservoir. 

Wow, she said, voice hushed with awe. This is you? I can see your sanskaras - and is that golden filament -

But she broke off as another portal opened, and Neveah floated into my reservoir of her own accord. Her spirit body was mesmerizing; like the sun glimpsed through heavy cloud cover, or during a moment of disastrous eclipse, she was glory obscured, a hint of the splendor she might manifest one day or had in the past. Her black hair was an undulating curtain of night about her simplified body, glorious like the raiment of the night. 

Neveah, said Imogen, moving toward her, but then stopping as Neveah drew back. Her chest was heaving, catching, a hand pressed to her chest.

I opened my eyes, and was once more in that tiny stone room, atop the thin mattress, Neveah naked by my side, her body near convulsing, her eyes squeezed shut, tears flowing out of their corners. 

“Hey,” I said, turning toward her, rising up to touch her cheek hesitantly. “Neveah? Can you hear me?”

Her eyes opened, and the pain in their acidic blue depths was startling. “Oh Noah. It hurts. Memories I can’t recall. Being in there. Seeing your reservoir, the others like that - oh Ilandro, what did I do, what did I do?”

Awkwardly, I gathered her into my arms, pulled her in tight, her cheek on my chest, and smoothed her hair down as she cried. But far quicker than I expected she gathered herself, sat up, and wiped the tears away.

“I’m sorry.” Her voice was raw with emotion. “This is coming all at once for me. I’m all right.”

“You’re not all right,” I said.

She fixed me with her gaze, and I saw the iron in her soul shine through, heard it in her voice. “No, Noah. I am all right.” And her breathing steadied, her back straightened, and I literally watched her will herself into making that true. “We should return. The others are waiting.”

“Neveah,” I said, feeling helpless, out of my depth, not having the resources or wisdom to deal with this level of pain and tragedy, this kind of strength and determination. 

“Come on,” she said, laying back down next to me and cross her hands over her chest. “I’ll see you in there.”

I gazed down at her in amazement, then did as I was bid. Closed my eyes, sank into my reservoir, and saw all five of my companions floating there about my golden cord.

Valeria? I moved over to where she hovered, resplendent with her golden curls, and reached out to take her hand. You knew to come?

Imogen summoned me, said Valeria, wonder in her voice. I heard her calling me, and came.

You can do that? I asked, turning to where Imogen floated. 

Apparently so. I entered her sanctum as you did and spoke her name. Incredible.

We all regarded each other in amazement. I can’t describe how it felt to see the five of them together, in my reservoir, floating in their shining spirit bodies, so vibrant and alive, bonded to me and now to each other. It felt so -

This feels so right, said Brielle. And I’m not one to indulge in needless emotion.

It does feel right, said Imogen. At last. Like we’re complete. Did you all feel the influx of power? Your magical abilities should have risen accordingly.

Emma bit her lower lip. I think so? My Muladhara was already open when I entered my reservoir, which it has never been before.

Is that what you call that huge and very strange flower I saw? asked Valeria. 

Valeria, congratulations! Imogen clapped her hands and flew over to her, embracing her so that they both spun around. You’ve connected to Muladhara at last!

I… guess so? Valeria sounded bemused, and kept an arm around Imogen’s waist as she turned to the rest of us. Does this mean I can throw levenbolts now?

Or fire balls, or whatever else is true to you, said Imogen. Yes. It’s the first step of your magical journey.

What a relief! Valeria struggled to contain her emotion, and I knew, I just knew how important this was to her. How it bolstered her sense of relevance, how crucial it was to her sense of self-worth. Oh by the Source, that’s… I mean, I’m really fucking glad.

I grinned. So this is us. At last. Imogen was right. This is how it’s meant to be. And if we can talk to each other now down here, and you guys can go to each other’s sanctums - it’s going to be of huge tactical importance.

Yes, said Neveah, and the subdued tone of her voice drew all of our attention. I don’t quite remember, but I can intuit how important it was. How much we used it to navigate our challenges.

Oh Neveah, said Emma, floating over to her. I’m so sorry. This has to be so hard.

It is, said Neveah simply.

Can I give you a hug? asked Emma.

Neveah simply opened her arms, and Emma floated into them. A moment later Imogen was there as well, wrapping her arms around their glowing shoulders, and then Valeria and Brielle moved in as well. 

For a moment I let them be, the five women holding each other, trying to share and help carry each other’s pain. Their heads together - blonde and crimson and black. And then finally I floated over, and put my arms around them all - and my whole reservoir shook.

Golden light began to fountain up from above our heads, as if we were the base of some geyser, filling my reservoir with its scintillating light. I felt a vast wind blow through me, like a heated gale off desert dunes, rising from my core with a roar to blow forth and manifest in that golden light, and we all looked up, amazed.

Magic, said Imogen, voice hushed with awe. We’re spontaneously generating magic by embracing each other.

My reservoir was rapidly filling, having already been topped off by my union with Neveah. The golden light layered atop Svadhisthana’s yellow, all of it streaked through with Muladhara’s crimson. 

An urge, an impulse. I turned my gaze toward the five portals, and with a thought caused all five doors to open.

And the magic in my reservoir began to flow through them and into each companion’s reservoir.

That’s…Brielle shook her head, sounding stunned, awed. That’s… I didn’t know we could…

Nobody spoke. We just witnessed what felt like a miracle. The golden light continued to emerge from above us, filling up their sanctums, until at last they were full and the light dimmed and fell away.

For a few moments longer we floated together, holding each other tight, and then we separated.

So powerful, said Imogen, almost gloating. We’ll be able to regenerate our magic pools whenever we want.

As long as we have the time to come in here, said Valeria. Speaking of which, we’re all just crouching somewhere with our eyes closed. Not safe.

Was that, like, special magic? Emma turned to Imogen, hand going to her pale blonde hair. And why are two of the golden lines to our portals on fire? 

Valeria’s right, said Imogen, taking Emma’s hand. Let’s talk about this when we’re safe.

Hurry back as soon as you can, all of you, I said. We need to explore this further.

They nodded their assent, then floated back to their portals, slipped through, and were gone. I willed the doors to shut, and for a moment longer just hovered in my reservoir, marveling, exulting. 

Everything had indeed changed. And we didn’t even really know just how much yet.

Opening my eyes, I saw Neveah standing by the side of the mattress pulling on her clothing. I stifled my regret. What had I expected? Cuddles? 

She paused as I rose to one elbow. “I need some time, Noah.”

“Of course.”

“It’s not that I don’t appreciate this.” She finished pulling her pants up over her thighs, tightened her belt. “This was… good. Necessary. And… I have feelings for you.” She smiled, the expression dark, wry, sardonic. “Which is a very awkward way of putting it. But I don’t know what those feelings are, or how to reconcile them with… the mess that I am.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Maybe you do.” She considered me, lips pursed, then bent to pick up her top. “And thank you for that. None of this would have been possible without… your patience.”

“Don’t mention it,” I said, sitting up. “Seriously. I mean that. I don’t deserve thanks for just respecting your boundaries.”

“You do.” Simply said. She pulled the wrap around her breasts, tied it off neatly behind her back. “I thought, when we first started out, that your softness, your gentleness would be a liability. But I’m glad to have been proven wrong. Especially now that it is married to real strength.”

I fought the shiver of pleasure. To have Neveah call you strong? That fucking meant something.

She pulled her top on with quick, efficient jerks, then gathered her hair to one side, twisted it into a coil, and allowed it to hang loosely over one shoulder. 

I sat and watched. Wondered what would come next for us. If I was soft and gentle, she was anything but. She seemed so composed, so dignified, so distant and hard. Looking at her now, I’d never guess she had wept, had shuddered, had screamed out in ecstasy not long ago. 

“Good night, Noah.”

“Good night, Neveah.”

She hesitated, then leaned down to kiss my cheek, her lips soft and dry. A brush of her fingertips on my jawline, and then she stepped out the doorway into the darkness and was gone.

I lay back, fingers interlaced behind my head, and studied the ceiling once more. It was rapidly becoming familiar. I felt incredibly alive. Painfully aware of my heartbeat, my body, the heavy muscles that roped its length, the depth of my breathing. I’d never felt so good, so contented, so fucking healthy and strong. 

It was as if everything in the universe had until just recently been a half-degree out of place, and following my union with Neveah it had all shifted into place, aligned perfectly and now made sense. 

Tomorrow, Neveah and I would hit the manifold. For some reason I didn’t think it would be a long trial. Neveah was too focused, too strong, for the manifold to string her along for weeks or months. No. The attack would be focused and brutal. It would try to shatter her all at once. 

Ilandro, no doubt. Perhaps the other companions. The moment of her betrayal? Who knew. But the manifold had its job cut out for it. If Neveah had withstood Taniel’s torments, her own insecurities and pain, for all this time without breaking, it would take something insane to break her now. 

As wounded and hurt as she was, I could say with all honesty I’d never met anyone stronger. 

My thoughts drifted. I thought of what she’d told me. Her grandmother and mother. Were they out there now? Still living in that cabin? The wars Neveah had started. How matter-of-factly she’d recounted her past, how she’d overthrown entire governments, led rebellions, been betrayed. All before she was eighteen. What had I been doing during that time?

I couldn’t help but smile. Thought of Michael, Emma, and I trying to sneak into R-rated movies at the Cineplex. How proud we’d been when we’d figured out how to watch three or four movies back-to-back by buying one PG movie ticket and then just sneaking around when the bored employees weren’t watching. All the nights at the bowling alley, how we’d crack up when Michael did his signature ‘granny-bowling’ move, or how I’d drink in the sight of Emma’s ass in jeans when she’d give up and just bowl between her legs. 

High school shenanigans. The movie we’d tried to film one winter, complete with choreographed fight scenes and an esoteric murder mystery plot that nobody had ever understood when we’d showed them the finished thirty-minute film. Countless evenings at each other’s homes, playing D&D, or watching movies, or just sitting together on our phones. How exciting it’d been to get dinner without our parents at Max & Erma’s. 

Normal stuff. How bored we’d been for so much of it, but bored together, and in that felt bonded, united by our disdain for the whole world, that sense we were special, that the three of us were destined for great things, though we didn’t know exactly what.

I guess Emma and I had been. 

Sadness washed over me as I thought of Michael. How his natural expression had been an expectant smile, as if waiting for the world to surprise him in a good way. How terrible he’d been at skateboarding, but how he’d carried his board around with him everywhere regardless. Our mutual fascination with everything Bill Murray. His weird mother and her endless fascination for mushrooms. The way he’d stood by my side when Jack Roberts and his goons had tried to smash my face in for a comment I’d made during English class. 

I sighed. That whole world seemed more fantastical than Tagimron now did. Another existence, another reality altogether.

And to think. While the three of us had been trawling up and down the streets of Ruddock, bored out of our minds, Neveah had been ordering the mass execution of an entire senate.

It was weird. With some people, the more you got to know them, the more familiar they became, the more ‘normal.’ With Neveah it was the opposite. 

Finally, I scrounged my clothing off the ground, got dressed, and sat cross-legged on my mattress. With nothing better to do till the others returned, I began to recite the words of the Carnivorous Winter mantra, and slowly lost track of time, myself, and the world.

 

* * *

 

Later that evening, Neveah and I sat beside each other and faced the others. At least, I think it was evening. Who the hell knew? Impossible to tell the time down here in the underground. 

Little Meow knelt off to one side, hands folded in her lap, porcelain mask gleaming whitely in the lantern light. 

“Any words of parting wisdom?” I asked, trying to break the heavy atmosphere.

“Avoid people who want to cut you open,” said Little Meow. “I mean, I’m kind of serious about that one. You did really well, last time.”

“Remember what you kept telling me,” said Valeria. “This is all a trap. Every element of it. Everything will be designed to break you.”

“Never forget we love you,” said Imogen. “All right, Neveah? I know it might sound over the top, but we’re in this together. We love you. We want you with us. We need you. Come back to us.”

Neveah pursed her lips and nodded.

“Kick that manifold’s ass,” said Brielle, voice dark. “Seriously. I loathe that thing.”

“If anybody can do it, it’s Neveah,” said Emma. “Good luck. We’ll be waiting for you.”

“We’ll be back in time for dinner,” I said. “No eel soup, please.”

Imogen rolled her eyes. “Whatever. Are you both ready?”

I reached out and took hold of Neveah’s hand. Her palm was damp. She gave me a tight smile, squeezed my fingers, then released my hand and returned her own to her lap.

Fair enough.

“Ready,” I said.

Imogen closed her eyes. “We’ll meet in the reservoir.”

A moment later we were there, floating in our spirit bodies.

Let’s try and communicate while you’re in the manifold, said Imogen. Our new bond might be enough to overcome the manifold’s powers.

All right, I agreed. My mind was blank. I had nothing to say. I just wanted the whole experience over with. I tried not to think of what was to come. My fourth journey into the manifold. If Brielle hated it, I think I was starting to get PTSD.

Then let’s go.

Imogen led us out toward the manifold’s heart, then dove down through the vast, shifting clouds as before. Faster and faster we plunged, arms by our sides, down into the heart of that vast star. Shifting, shearing to the side of huge columns of iridescent towers and anvils, till at last we saw the floating isle once more.

Landed on the weirdly vivid green grass. Neveah stood close to me, eyeing the Guardian warily. 

Good luck, said Imogen, leaning in and kissing my cheek. Take care of her.

Then, before I could protest, she stepped up to Neveah and kissed her cheek in turn. Good luck. Take care of him.

Neveah nodded, the motion jerky, and that more than anything revealed how nervous she truly was.

Imogen backed away, and I took Neveah’s hand as we approached the arch. For a moment we just considered it, and then together, without needing to coordinate it, we stepped through.

I braced for violence, for combat, but instead we emerged into a familiar plane. Ash covered the rolling ground as far as the eye could see, the sky a featureless pewter gray. Leafless, desiccated trees stood in a black skeletal grove half a mile off to our left, while hills rose up in the distant haze on our right, receding into a fog-like cloud of stirred-up cinders.

A cold wind blew down, scything through our threadbare clothing. I wore fingerless gloves of torn cotton, loose pants and a tunic and nothing else. No Shard. Looking over to Neveah I saw her in the same clothing, cast-offs that even a beggar might choose to pass over. 

A band of muscle was flaring into view over the joint of her jaw, again and again and again,

“Ghogiel,” I said. 

She took a deep breath, thrust her hand up into the sky, and cried out, “Morghothilim!”

Nothing happened.

Again, she thrust her hand up toward the blank nullity of the sky. “Morghothilim!”

The demon blade failed to manifest. 

Slow clapping sounded off to the side, and we both turned to see a figure emerging from the haze. A familiar build. 

I knew who it was before his features became clear. Clenched my hands into fists and took a deep breath, taken aback by the dizzying hatred that arose within me.

Blond hair cut inexpertly short and looking to be growing thin. Clear, blue eyes. A face that gave itself naturally to smiling. A good physique, but nothing extraordinary. Clad in basic leather armor, a worn sword at his hip. 

A smile that could charm thousands. 

He ceased clapping as he came to a stop a dozen yards from us. “I love the style,” he said. “That desperate cry! Chills the soul. Hello Neveah. Noah. Long time no see.”

“Victor,” I said, not bothering to disguise my disgust. “Don’t take this the wrong way. Just going to experiment with -” And I flung out my hand, reaching for Muladhara, to unleash a levenbolt at his smirking face.

Nothing. 

I couldn’t access my reservoir at all. 

“Yeah, no. We’ll have none of that this time round.” He placed his hands on his hips. “We’re reaching the point in these trials where there’s not much sense in trying to pretend any of this is real.”

“You’re not Victor,” said Neveah. Her voice was tight, her chest rising and falling quickly.

“Well, we all knew that,” said Victor. “What’s revolutionary here is that I’m not even pretending to be Victor. I’m the manifold, as you so prosaically call me.”

My thoughts were racing. “Then why look like Victor at all?”

“To fuck with you, obviously. I can sense your hatred. Oh yes. And Neveah. I can read you like an open book. See your every secret. And aren’t you something. Want to know what’s weird, Noah? She’s aroused by the sight of me even now. And she doesn’t even know why. Lust and confusion, aren’t I right, Neveah?”

She let out a cry of inchoate rage and sprang forward, sprinting across the gap between them faster than I thought possible, flitting toward him like a shadow, to swing a fist through his head and right out the other side, overbalancing and falling to her knees.

Victor wasn’t fazed. He didn’t even blink. Like an illusion, there was no substance to him. Or so I thought until he turned and kicked Neveah in the ribs, hard enough that I heard one crack.

Neveah grunted and fell, only to keep rolling with her momentum and come up, one arm pressed to her side.

“Enough,” said Victor. “Though, I’ll be honest: it’s pretty tempting to just fuck you both up for awhile. Set the stage, as it were. But I think we’re all past such meaningless violence. It serves its purpose, yes, but after awhile it grows stale. By the way, Noah, how’s the foot?”

My left foot blazed into agony, as if I’d suddenly stepped into a pool of molten metal. My whole body seized up with the pain, I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, and crashed to my side, teeth gritted so hard I strained my jaw as I fought back the howl of pain.

Immediately, soothing energies flowed over my foot, numbing the pain. I sat up, hissing for breath, and saw that my shoe was gone, revealing my boiled foot once more, the scar tissue completely gone, the raw flesh gleaming where it wasn’t pale from being partially cooked. But even as I watched, the skin regrew and the pain turned to a dull throb.

Victor grinned. “How much of that do you think she can do? Never mind. That was petty of me. I did say we weren’t going to indulge in mindless violence, didn’t I?”

“Fuck you,” I growled.

“Yes, yes. We’ll be hearing a lot of that. But you’re not the one I want to torment. No, it’s this flower right here. Sweet, gentle Neveah, with her mysterious past and delicious torment.”

Neveah rose to her feet. Her expression had turned to a blank mask. Eyes narrowed, she studied Victor, then turned to survey the area around us.

“Impressive, isn’t it? How she can just shut shit down. Like dousing lights in different parts of a warehouse. Quite the challenge. But alas. In this realm, I control what gets illuminated, and what goes dark.”

“You always did talk too much, Victor,” I said, climbing to my feet. My left smoldered, but the pain was now negligible. “I guess some things never change.”

Victor’s smile grew stiff. “Shall we cut to it, then? All right. Enough with the pleasantries. Let’s set the stage. Get comfortable, my friends. The show’s about to begin.”

The world around us changed. No smearing, no transition. One moment we stood in an ashen plane, the next we were on the outskirts of a large camp. Perhaps forty or fifty tents were pitched at the bottom of a broad gulley. Four or five sentries walked the perimeter, and a score of campfires burned within, each with a half dozen huddled shapes clustered around its leaping flames.

“Look familiar, Neveah?” Victor glanced sidelong at her. “Ring any bells?”

No expression on her face. I moved over to stand by her side. 

“Note the flag.” Victor pointed to where a pennant drooped from a freshly cut pole. “A white tower on a field of black. His idea.”

I frowned. Who was he referring to?

“Come on,” said Victor to me. “I’ll show you.” And he took off, striding past the sentries who ignored him completely.

I bit my lower lip, gazed around. We could scramble up the gulley’s sides. Make a break for it.

“Don’t move,” said Neveah. “If he’s in control, let him demonstrate it.”

The world changed about us once more. We appeared beside the central campfire, large enough for a dozen people to sit about, hefty logs crackling and shooting up flames. Everything was frozen, even the fire. Victor stood off to one side, watching us - no, watching Neveah.

Who’d frozen in place, every muscle straining as if she fought paralysis. She was staring at one of the figures. A young man, dressed in bright chainmail with a dirty gray surcoat over it, his face clever, saturnine, eyes alive with fire, in the midst of laughing.

“There he is,” said Victor softly. “The former Savior Ilandro. How does it feel to see him again?”

Neveah drew a ragged breath, made no answer.

“I guess I already know. What’s horrifying you is that you know him, but at the same time, you’ve never seen him before. Right? Those missing memories. Well, now you can put a face to the name. Ilandro the Righteous, I think he was called. You all happened upon my camp a week into your sojourn into Ghogiel. How fortuitous. You were all quite desperate at that point. So little unpoisoned water, am I right? And I can be quite charming when I want to be.”

Victor walked around to where a large, broad-shouldered man with a thick beard and ruddy features sat, a bottle in his hand. He had the look of a lumberjack, but those eyes - they were Victor’s, all right. That same beguiling glow, his expression of mirth taking in everyone before him, making them part of the joke. 

Victor laid his hands on the lumberjack’s shoulders. “Of course, I looked a little different then. What was I called?”

“Orison,” whispered Neveah.

“Orison,” beamed Victor. “What a poetic name. There was a whole story to go with it, too. Not a peasant seized by the urge to make a difference like I used on you, Noah, but something more tragic, more inspiring. Orison. And oh! Who have we here?”

Victor stepped over to where a young woman sat, hair a mass of black braids that hung down her back like a mass of ebon vipers.

Neveah. 

But so different. Her face was animated, her lips curled into a natural smile, her eyes alight with laugher and delight. Younger. Features softer, somehow more vital. As if her life force were greater. Clad in gorgeous half-plate over black chain, she looked lethal, gorgeous, utterly alive and burning with vigor.

“Neveah the younger. Can you see how she’s staring at Ilandro? Oh that devotion. I have to admit, I saw it as something of a challenge. It’s my nature, you see. I can’t stand to see anything so pure. It makes me itch.”

Neveah looked away.

“Do you remember this night? We were celebrating. Ilandro had ‘helped’ lead us to a victory over a regiment of Lilith’s marauders. We left some hundred of their number dead, and lost only ten. Oh! Ilandro tried so hard to be humble about it, but I knew just how to make him feel good.”

I could imagine it. Remembered only too well how Victor had manipulated me. Praised my ideas, made me part of his council, backed my suggestions against the wishes of the others. 

“What a night. Good fun was had by all. You and Ilandro retired to his tent and fucked till dawn. Poor form, I thought. What of the other four?”

The scene shifted. We stood beside a tent, its canvas walls translucent. Within, Ilandro lay atop Neveah, her thighs spread about his hips, their faces screwed up in frozen ecstasy, skin jeweled with sweat.

“He wasn’t a very good lover, I don’t think.” Victor crouched to stare at the pair, hand at his chin. “But he was very enthusiastic, wasn’t he?”

“Fuck you,” said Neveah, still looking away.

“No, you were actually fucking Ilandro right then. Sorry. Childish joke. Couldn’t resist. Now, time to disorient you both a little. Can’t have you becoming too comfortable.”

The world changed. We were in a stone cellar. Arms bound behind our backs. A brute - I couldn’t make out any details in the torch light, he was behind me - had a fistful of my hair. The other hand gripped the back of my belt.

Before I could react, he slammed my face down into the stone floor. My nose crunched. Lifted my head, slammed it down again. Blinding light flashed behind my eyes. Again he smashed my face down. I felt my cheekbone break.

I didn’t even have time to cry out, to roar. It happened so fast, the pain was so sudden, the violence so extreme -

And then the world changed and we were both mounted atop different horses, riding alongside twenty other calvary fighters in dawn’s early light. 

My mind reeled, blood pooling in my eyes, teeth loose, pain thundering through my face. Each bounce from the horse’s saddle sent pain spearing through my mind. I tried to blink away the blood, looked to Neveah, saw her in similar condition, blood smeared across her upper lip, her nose crooked, but her gaze was clear, her fury supreme.

Then my face heated up as prickling fire washed over me, sealing split skin, reducing the rapid swelling in my sinuses, muting the pain in my cheek.

Thank the fucking Source for Little Meow.

Victor rode up alongside us, smiling genially. “Still with me? Good. This was the first moment I was able to open a crack between you and Ilandro, Neveah. An important decision had to be made. Ride left and scout out the incoming enemy forces, or continue pursuing a particularly hated foe we’d been tracking for weeks? Do you recall?”

Neveah’s expression gave away nothing. 

I scanned the riders. Up front were Orison/Victor, with Neveah and Ilandro by his side. Neveah was pointing angrily to the left, while Ilandro scowled back at her.

“Of course I’d been working each of you in private. Encouraging, manipulating, dropping subtle insults. Nothing overt, but enough that when Ilandro decided to uphold his honor and go after Blaggern the Butcher instead of scouting out the approaching raiding force, you were furious. Doubly so two days later when it turned out the ‘raiders’ were an army four hundred strong.”

A vein was pulsing in Neveah’s temple. She rode stiffly, staring straight ahead. How much of this was real? How much was lies? What could I do to take control?

“Let’s move things along,” said Victor. “Act two. Things begin to get interesting.”

The world changed.

A larger camp, several hundred strong now, picket lines for horses, wagons with supplies, dozens of pennants with the white tower across their faces. Stationed at the edge of a forest, it was full night, the campfires and torches casting lurid light over the frozen crusaders.

“We’re several weeks in. Oh, the little squabbles you and Ilandro had. I wonder at what point he began resenting you, Neveah? The authority with which you always spoke. The certainty. But I know he resented you, because he told me. I got it out of him. By now he trusted me like a brother. Funny how badly saviors need to be understood, isn’t it? But he wasn’t the only one I was comforting. Come on.”

Neveah stared stonily at the ground, but this time she followed after. Was she bowing to the inevitable? Or did something compel her to see?

“Something’s compelling her to see,” Victor called back to me.

I scowled, looked for something to kick. Followed after Neveah. Her shoulders were so tense they were nearly about her ears. This was bad. Far worse than I’d imagined. Without the pretense of reality, there was little I could do. Or was there? Were we empowering this all somehow? Participating? Could we shut it down by closing our eyes and refusing to see?

“Here we are,” said Victor. “Oh yes. The first time you let me touch you, Neveah.” Victor ducked into a large tent in the center of the camp, the twin guards ignoring him. We followed after. Within was a familiar scene: planning table, chests, a narrow cot, a rack of weapons, a frame on which Victor’s armor was hung. 

The younger Neveah sat on a stool, a goblet in one hand, head tilted to one side, exposing the long line of her neck. 

Orison/Victor stood behind her, hands on her shoulders as he massaged her. 

“You tell me, Neveah,” said Victor, answering a question I’d not heard. “But I didn’t force this. You allowed me to comfort you. What a nasty fight you’d just had with Ilandro. He didn’t understand that you were advising what was best for you all. That you didn’t want to be the savior, you wanted him to be the savior, to step up and be the man the station demanded. And oh, how my little whispers made him seem weak, insecure, and foolish.”

Neveah stared at the frozen tableaux with glittering eyes. Her whole body was trembling.

“Neveah,” I said, wanting to comfort her, but not knowing what to say. “He’s trying to fuck with you. Don’t let him.”

“So true. I was indeed angling to get into your pants, but I’d never have managed without a little help. Let’s move things along just a fraction.”

The scene came to life, but in an accelerated fashion, Orison working her neck and shoulders, Neveah moving her head to one side then the other, telling him when he found a knot, frowning as he worked it away.

“There,” said Victor, snapping his fingers. The scene froze. “See what I’m doing with my left hand?”

And indeed Orison had raised his left hand to make a gesture. The hairs on the nape of my neck prickled, and I sensed some fell power manifesting. 

“You bastard,” whispered Neveah.

“Orison was a bastard, so true! Part of his tragic backstory. But that, my friends, is what we call Yerachmiel. One of Lilith’s more insidious powers. In essence, it’s a corrupted form of Svadhisthana. Its Qlipothic opposite, you could say. Where Svadhisthana heightens love, Yerachmiel draws forth base lust. The darker, the better. Of course, I knew exactly how to feed it. How to fuel it with bitterness, resentment, and anger. Now, watch what happens after a judicious application.”

The scene came to life once more. Orison resumed his massage, but now Neveah moaned more frequently, shifting her weight on the stool. Closed her eyes and bit her lip as Orison moved his massive hands down her back. 

I felt disgust curdle within me. Looked to Neveah. Her face was blank, pale, her eyes wide. 

“Such strength,” Orison was whispering, his voice rough, masculine. “Such strength deserves to be partnered with equal strength. To be respected and challenged. To be worshipped and appreciated.” His hand moved up her neck to cup her jaw, his thumb tracing her lower lip, the other fanning down her front to cup Neveah’s left breast.

And for a moment she just sat there, eyes closed, lips opening to bite Orison’s thumb - and then she leaped up, eyes wide with shock, to turn and stare at him in surprise and horror.

The scene froze. 

Victor linked his hands behind his back. “It’s all becoming too clear, isn’t it?”

I heard Neveah dry swallow and then take a shuddering breath. “I guessed as much. Before. This is nothing new.”

“No, but it’s one thing to surmise, another to see, isn’t it? But sure, let’s cut to the chase. We played cat and mouse for another month. And oh, I was pretty glorious in battle in this form. Wielded a huge maul. How you respected me for that. Ilandro? Not a fighter. More of a strategist, the general type. Which was unfortunate, because he’d stay behind or fight very carefully, whereas you and I would wade into the thick of battle and lay waste to the enemy. 

“Anyway, a month later, after another big victory where I made sure Ilandro had a pretty embarrassing fuck-up, we got drunk and fucked. Want to see?”

“No,” I said.

Neveah took a deep shuddering breath and just stared at him, eyes glittering once more.

“Sure, let’s take a look. Why not.” 

The world changed.

The same tent, but different lighting. Four or five candles clustered together on the table, casting their golden illumination over Orison and Neveah.

They were both naked. He was fucking her from behind, pulling back hard on a fistful of braids, yanking her head back and to the side as he rammed into her, their bodies dripping sweat, her ass inflamed and red with dozens of overlapping handprints, her face screwed up in a helpless cry of lust.

My blood ran cold even as my stomach cramped. I averted my eyes, strode over to Neveah, turned her away. “You don’t have to look at this. And fuck you, Victor. This is abuse. Nothing subtle, nothing clever, nothing resembling a trial.”

“Never said I was going to be subtle or clever,” said Victor. “We fucked for over four hours, incidentally. You said nobody had ever fucked you so hard and for so long. Made you feel like an animal, and made you love to feel that way. Sure, Yerachmiel played a big part, but it can only work with the tools its given.”

Neveah jerked her head down to stare at her feet, then away at the dark corners of the tent. I took hold of her hand, but it was as if she didn’t feel my touch.

“Now, this was all run of the mill. But after this things got interesting real fast.”

The world changed.

We stood atop a raw bluff overlooking a small, sharply sided valley. Beside us stood a company of soldiers, Orison and Neveah amongst their number. Below, in the valley, perhaps half a mile away, a force of warriors were being destroyed by a larger group of goatmen and black-armored warriors.

Neveah let out a moan of horror and clutched at her stomach, sinking to her knees as she did so.

“Oh yes, this scene has to have real resonance for you, Neveah. This is it. The moment you realized you’d betrayed Ilandro. He’s down there, by the way, with the other four companions. What was meant to be a little lesson turned into a right disaster, didn’t it?”

Neveah stared with bleak horror at the distant force. Tears ran down her cheeks. To the side, the younger Neveah was wrestling with Orison, who sought to restrain her, who shouted something even as she screamed in horror.

“Too late, I told you. Which it was.” Victor stopped before the wrestling pair. “Of course, you could have blasted me with your magics, flown toward Ilandro with Manipura, but you didn’t. Because you knew I was right. It was too late. And what’s more, it was your fault. Well, I’d led you to the idea, but you’d signed off on it. What should have humbled Ilandro and taught him he didn’t know everything as he thought ended in his death. Tragic.”

“Oh Ilandro,” whispered Neveah. The tears wouldn’t stop. “I’m so sorry. I’m so sorry.”

“If it helps any, you were pretty firmly under the sway of Yerachmiel by this point. But, and this was crucial - you freely agreed with my plan and sold it to Ilandro. That’s the fulcrum on which I broke you.”

Neveah sat back on her heels, face crumpling in grief. 

Desperate, feeling helpless, I tried to snatch up a branch with which to club Victor. My hands passed through the wood. 

“Don’t be childish, Noah,” said Victor to me. “Let her drink in the moment. It’s not often a mortal gets broken twice by the very same mistake.”

“Ilandro,” whispered Neveah. 

“The question, though, is how did we go from this?” Victor gestured around us, “To this?”

The world changed.

We floated above a horde of Lilith’s monsters. A veritable ocean, all of them surging forward toward a vast and topless tower of cream and white, which rose to challenge the heavens, so vast it seemed impossible. 

Bastion.

And in the center of that hellish army was Neveah, plunging forward, Morghothilim slashing a swathe before her, fighting through an impossible number of the enemy to reach the tower.

“Hmm?” Victor turned to us. “The first part is predictable. Stock-in-trade of what we do, really. Corrupt, divide, etc. But this? How did this come about? Any guesses?”

I clenched my fists in fury. What else could I do other than refuse to play his games? 

Neveah rose from her kneeling position and turned to Victor. “It doesn’t matter. None of this matters. This is my past. My old mistakes. You’re wrong. They can’t break me again.” She wiped the tears from her cheeks with her forearm. “So get this over with. I won’t break. I won’t turn from Noah’s side. I’m not the woman you manipulated. I won’t be manipulated again.”

“Hmm,” said Victor. “Well, impressive, I guess. But not too surprising. Very well. Luckily, this whole approach doesn’t depend on your breaking.”

“What are you talking about?” I demanded.

“She’s already broken, Noah. Didn’t you catch that part. I don’t need to break her again. Just show you what’s always been before your eyes.”

“I know what’s before my eyes,” I said, taking Neveah’s nerveless hand in mine. “One of my companions.”

“Right, right. Moving along.” Victor raised his hand to snap his fingers, then paused, considering. “A little more brutality? Knock you off-balance again?”

I tried to swallow, failed. I wanted to be strong. But some primal side of my brain quailed at the prospect of more torture. It was all I could do to just stand there and stare at Victor. 

“Nah,” said Victor at last. “That would be sadistic of me. Carrying on. This next bit is a bit… dark. Just warning you.”

The world changed. 

A group of people on foot were marching through a blizzard - whether of ash or snow I couldn’t tell - up a mountainside. Heads bowed, swathed in massive gray cloaks, they were hard to make out. Ghogiel was invisible below, but somehow I could sense that we were very high up - the thin air, perhaps, the piercing cold. 

The three of us appeared on an outcropping of black rock. Victor stood with his arms crossed, contemplating the group below.

“You weren’t in good shape after losing Ilandro, Neveah. Not too surprisingly, I suppose. I tried to rouse you, to turn you into some kind of weapon, but you were too broken. Near catatonic. I suspect there’s some serious magical whiplash to losing your savior, especially when compounded by it being due to your own betrayal.”

And I knew he was right. I could remember vividly how the Source had grown distant after I broke my vow back in Peruthros. I couldn’t begin to imagine how it would feel to betray a savior.

“But you were too precious to merely discard.” Victor turned to where Neveah stood, chin raised, eyes glazed. “I mean, you’re genuinely special. A one in a billion kind of find. Why the Source didn’t make you the savior I can’t begin to fathom, but thank Lilith it didn’t. Regardless. I had to do something with you. And so I came up with a pretty good idea. Pulling it off would require some help, though, and the right place. Hence our journey to this particular peak.”

The world changed again, and I cried out in alarm and horror. Night had fallen. We were within a caldera, a great hollow bowl at the top of the mountain. In its center, rising up out of the ice and snow, was a great stone altar. Neveah was bound naked to its rocky face, wrists and ankles constrained, her exposed skin almost blue. Around her burned torches of green flame, and in their light stood a dozen figures. Orison was there, a couple of other humans, but the others - 

A shoxar, vast and spindly, ancient beyond measure, its mask so ornate and encrusted with gems that it had to be worth a fortune; a fucking betheliim, one of Lilith’s twelve daughters, floating above the altar, 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. A goat-man of great age, its fur all white, leaning heavily on a staff. A robed and hooded figure who bled shadows. Other, equally horrific beings, all gathered around Neveah, all with their arms upraised, all of them chanting, using terrible magics, such that the air above Neveah had turned into a lurid green vortex which spun slowly, lazily, channeling its power into her body.

“No,” whispered Neveah, her voice broken. She took hold of my arm and sagged heavily against me.

“Yes,” said Victor. “Quite a ritual, it was. Helped, of course, by the insane potency of this altar. We did a lot of work. Interwove our spells, shut down your sanskaras, wiped your memory, gave you new powers which we locked away, and bound Morghothilim to your soul.”

As if awaiting the summons, the shadowy figure stepped forward and cast his robe aside, revealing his black and pitted body, rough like a moon rock, but gleaming wetly at the same time like obsidian. He stood tall, horned, his eyes burning like twin sulfurous pools, and spread his arms wide.

“An ulfortunatus, as they’re called. Exceedingly rare. They don’t often leave Lilith’s side. Assassination spirits. Lilith approved of my plan and volunteered Morghothilim for the task. Watch.”

It was over quickly. A web of magic ensnared the demon, cut into his stone flesh. He screamed, the sound causing snow to cascade from ledges, and then imploded, turning into the vast blade I’d come to know so well.

The ancient shoxar caught it by the handle before it could hit the ground. Lifted it up high, and then slowly stabbed it into the bound Neveah’s chest.

Who screamed, a sound of such horror that I staggered back. No blood surged up, however; she writhed, hands gripping the blade, which inch by inch sank into her, passing into her body but not the altar beneath. And then it was gone, engulfed by her chest, which healed over, so that not a mark was left in its wake.

“No,” moaned Neveah, her fingers digging into my arms.

“But the devil’s in the details,” said Victor, snapping a finger and causing the scene to disappear. “Demon blade, yes, blocking your sanskaras, great, but to what end? Why did we go through so much effort?”

A new place was resolving around us, coming into focus. Sharp, rocking gullies, black pine trees, a snow-streaked mountainside. The kind of rough landscape in which one could go to ground and never be found.

Neveah didn’t answer. She stood silently by my side, swaying on her feet. 

“Fuck you, Victor,” I growled, not knowing what else to say. “Fuck you.”

“Yes, yes, fuck me. But you didn’t answer my question. Why did we expend so much effort on someone so special as Neveah?”

“I don’t know,” I said. “Just end this already. Finish your games and let us go.”

“Oh, this is no game at all. But yes. It is time to end this.” Victor’s voice deepened, grew more powerful. “Time to reveal whom you’ve been traveling with all this time, Noah. Time to pull back the curtain on that dark miracle we wrought by the Ashen Altar.”

He turned his gaze to Neveah, and to my disgust and horror he smiled at her, an expression of what looked like genuine sympathy and compassion. “Goodbye, Neveah. Your mind won’t survive this. But if it means anything at all, know that I am sincerely impressed by what you’ve accomplished. That you’ve survived this long. That you’ve born your burden so far. But now the end has come. You need struggle no longer. Rest, and know peace.”

Wet wings of panic were opening up in the back of my throat. I wanted to break into a sprint, but knew not where to go. My sense of danger was off the charts. But to swing a punch at Victor was futile. 

“Karesh vulgradim aktar melos. Karesh vulgradim aktar variye. Karesh vulgradim nethantos.”

The words resonated with so much power that I heard the crackle of trunks splitting around me, felt the ground shake. The sky, already twilight, began to darken. 

Victor gave one last sorrowful smile, and looked to me. “Oh, and here, have your powers back. You’re going to need them.” And then he simply disappeared.

“Neveah?” I turned to her, trying to sound calm. Failing terribly. “Neveah? What was that? Are you -”

But Neveah staggered away from me, her hands going to her throat, her face screwed up in a panic all of her own. Back hunched, she scrabbled at her neck, choking, but I couldn’t get close, she turned away from me as I drew near. 

“Neveah!” 

The sky was growing darker. Night was falling upon us, dark, oily fog rising up on all sides. Her body was trembling, shuddering, and that’s when it hit me like a twenty-pound sledgehammer to the chest:

Neveah wasn’t choking. 

It was her body. 

It was changing.

 

Chapter 29

 

 

 

Neveah turned away from me, her body wracked by shudders and spasms. Her very skin was changing; darkening toward a black chitinous exterior, heavily ridged along the shoulders and the back of her arms, and lightening to metallic crimson with a purple sheen where her tunic was splitting open. 

I stood, transfixed. 

With clawed fingers she tore the rest of her clothing away, shredding it as if it were but paper, the rest of it falling away as two wings burst open from her back, skeletal and with black leather, her back arching as they extended to their fullest reach. 

Everything about her was changing but her face. That lone remained untouched, a single island of purity and beauty in the demonic form she was assuming. There was something of HR Giger to her new body, a terrifying combination of the feminine and the alien, her breasts enhanced and encased now in smooth, mottled crimson and orange leather, her ribs salient and girded as she were in the last stages of starvation, her abdominal wall ripped and showed an eight-pack. Hips wide, legs that had rebent like those of a wolf, black claws digging deep into the rock and earth.

“Neveah?”

Her wings relaxed, folded back, and she lowered her face. Fuck, Lilith’s corruption had shadowed her eyes so that they appeared deep pits, her lips touched with coral pink lipstick, corruption stretching in tendrils under the skin from under her jawline, across her temples, reaching like slender fingers across her face.

Her eyes flickered open, and they were jet black. No humanity therein, nothing I could understand or connect with.

A weight sagged at my hip. I didn’t need to look down to know Shard was with me. Was that what the manifold hoped for? A duel to the death between us?

“Neveah, it’s me, Noah.” I spread my arms wide, making it clear I wasn’t going to fight. “Can you hear me? Neveah?”

She smiled, a slow, sensual upturn of those coral pink lips, her dark eyelids lowering so that her gaze grew lidded. She stretched, twisting her spine, one hand trailing up her side to extend above her, the other fanning down her stomach to cup her sex, stretching till I heard bones pop, then with a sigh she relaxed, fixed her dark gaze upon me once more, and raised a hand to beckon at me with one curling finger.

“Neveah?” I hesitated, took a step forward. “Say something.”

A look of confusion on her face, something distracting her, and she glanced at her hand. Narrowed her brows in focus, and then a black shard emerged from the flesh of her upturned palm. Slit the soft leather to rise up - and up - and up until I recognized it as her dread demon blade. Morghothilim, all six feet of it, rose impossibly from within her hand, till at the last she curled her taloned fingers about its hilt, lowering the blade to lie across the other hand, studying it, drinking it in. 

“Neveah,” I whispered, my voice choking off as she lifted the blade to her face and licked its length, her tongue impossibly long now, leaving a glistening trail of wetness in its wake as she finally turned to consider me again - and grinned.

Fuck. Instinct hit me like a Mack Truck, and I darted off to the left, dumping a brick load of Manipura into my system, moving so quickly I sent a spray of dirt and rocks behind me as I hurled myself aside. 

Just as Neveah extended her free hand toward me and unleashed a spate of dark, crackling energy that slammed into the spot where I’d been standing. 

I hurled myself into a forward dive, catching myself with Manipura before hitting the ground and flying forward into the trees, weaving between their wizened trunks as fast as I could, activating the First Prism to begin cycling my power through Muladhara, refining it, the Second Prism so as to braid it into Manipura and Muladhara, and the Priyam Mantra so that I maximized the efficiency of my usage.

Om nashta vahkaya prim-

The trees to my left exploded into black fire, a swathe of them exploding into splinters in the process.

I pressed my arm to the side of my head as I veered away, nearly straight into a rocky bluff, and with desperate effort pulled back so that I didn’t slam into it but instead flew straight up, fighting for height. 

Where was she? All was dark but for the light of the full moon far overhead. 

Full moon? We weren’t on Ghogiel any longer. 

The bluff abruptly ended and I skimmed over its top, onto a ridge, turning to press my back against the cliff face, scanning the dark forest and the rugged, choppy hills and chasms that spread out before me.

Where was she -

There.

A winged shape rose up from below, huge batwings beating languidly, Neveah’s demonic form surging up with each stroke, the slender slice of darkness that was Morghothilim in her hand.

She knew where I was. Oriented on me. Perhaps a hundred yards away, and closing. 

In no rush.

Fuck. If she’d regained her old powers, augmented as they’d been by Lilith’s ‘gifts,’ then I couldn’t go toe-to-toe with her. 

Then what? Keep fleeing? I needed a better plan. Needed to get us both out of here. But how? She was corrupted. There was no doubting that. The manifold could kill us, sever us from our power, trick us, torture us, but this?

No.

I watched, transfixed by fear and shock as Neveah closed with me.

No way the manifold could force such a change upon one of us. That went beyond a trial. 

This was something that Neveah had brought into the manifold. 

Something she’d been carrying within herself all along.

So what the fuck could I do?

“Neveah!” My yell seemed to be swallowed by the night. “Talk to me!”

Laughter was her only response, sultry and sardonic, and then I sensed more than saw her incoming attack. Flew to the side just as the cliff face exploded in black fire, black fire which raced after me, gobbling up the stone face as if devouring it in ravenous hunger, keeping up with my speed so that in panic I blasted away from the cliff altogether, out into the night, where Neveah waited.

She swooped down upon me, her cry of joy unearthly, and I turned to bring Shard up to parry at the last moment.

The force of her blow was thunderous, resonating through my whole body, slamming Shard hard against my chest and sending me careening toward the ground in a shower of gold and black sparks where our swords had touched.

One second I was turning to parry, the next I was slamming through tree branches, cracking them, shattering them, plunging down between trunks to slam into the ground.

The breath was knocked right out of me so that I couldn’t even cry out. Just lay there, writhing, in the bottom of a foot-deep crater, blinking away tears and trying to understand what had just happened.

I walk in the fires of existence, I heard a voice say from far away. I walk in the fires of destruction.

Magic channeled itself into Manipura, and I rose up from the crater, strength flooding into my body, pain washing away as heated fire washed over my back and limbs.

Healing. 

Little Meow was with me. 

I gazed up at the night sky. Neveah was gone. Her shadow magic? Fuck. This was the worst landscape in which to fight an assassin. 

I walk in the fires of existence. The words were repeating themselves in the back of my mind, and with them I was able to banish my fear, my panic.

Think, I commanded myself. How the fuck are you going to get out of this one?

Within my reservoir magic was being channeled and respun through the prisms, the result tempered by the Priyam Mantra - and I appreciated just how much power was being worked on. More power than I’d ever had before. 

The union with Neveah. The sealing of my bond with my five companions.

I was operating on a different level now. I’d leveled up, just as Imogen had said.

Clarity of thought. I had to stop reacting, obeying instinct, and come up with a strategy -

Neveah exploded from the woods to my left, wings cutting through trunks, coming at me in an avalanche of splinters and a thunderous roar, a wave of crackling black fire preceding her, Morghothilim but a step behind.

Instant reaction. I hurled an arc of Shard’s golden light at the black fire, nullifying it, then flew through the neutralizing cloud of black and gold to meet her head on, dumping Manipura into my frame, girding my arms with its magnificent strength, swinging with everything I had -

- only to be blasted aside by her blow, Shard once again slamming into me, propelling me backward past a blur of trees to slam into a wall and break through it, bones snapping in my back, to hit the ground and roll, over and over, and fetch up against the snarled roots of an ancient oak.

Prickling fire inundated me and I felt my spine align, felt it click back into place, but there was no time to wait - Neveah was flying after me, her laughter spiraling into the night sky -

So I infused my back muscles with Manipura to brace the broken bones and hurled myself straight up into the sky, catapulting myself up into the night with brute force.

Neveah flew beneath me, blade slicing through tree trunks so that the forest around her quivered and collapsed with a crackling roar. 

Up I flew, back on fire, bones still healing, pain receding, but Neveah didn’t wait. She landed on the ground, flexed her legs, and speared right up at me, Morghothilim extended. 

I extended my palm and unleashed a dozen levenbolts at her, each no thicker than my finger, each flaring out wide to close in on her from all sides even as I slashed an arc of Shard’s golden light at her face. 

In the crackling light show that split the night for but a second I saw a manic grin pulling at her face, and then a purple ward snapping into place, absorbing my levenbolts even as Morghothilim drank in my golden arc.

Fuck. 

I changed direction, from straight up to straight back, hurling myself again as a petulant child might throw a toy across the room, back through the screaming darkness, away from her, but it was no good.

She corrected course easily, flew after, wings beating powerfully, far faster than I was.

More power. I dropped the Second Prism, no longer braiding, and instead channeled everything into Manipura, pouring more and more magic into my ability to fly, so that the wind screamed around me, the landscape blurring below, faster than I’d ever gone, a quick flash of something strange below, different, a cabin -

But still she caught up, each beat of those dark leather wings bringing her closer, ever closer -

And then the moonlight caught her face just right, illuminating her features, and her smile, it was like a hammer to the heart, ensnaring my thoughts, my mind.

Time seemed to slow. There was only the promise in her black eyes, the curvature of her cheeks, those perfect coral lips, the tip of her tongue extending forth, her alien beauty - and all that they promised.

My will faltered, was ensnared. I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her own.

I walk.. I walk in the…

I slowed further, entranced, and she reached me, flew past me, turning and descending toward the dark woods, toward an outcropping of stone that extended from the mountainside. 

And I followed, mesmerized, not wanting to lose sight of her crimson and purple form.

Down we flew, to alight on the rock together.

I landed lightly, wincing at the pain that snarled up my back, but couldn’t have cared less. I could only stare into those twin pools of gleaming oil, supremely aware of her body, the feminine curves beneath the chitin, the swell of her perfect breasts, her lips…

Neveah stepped slowly toward me, one foot before the other like a cat, wings furling up high behind her shoulders, chin lowering, smile wicked beyond belief.

I couldn’t move. I had tunnel vision, the rest of the world fading away. Could barely breathe with excitement, with arousal. Begged in my mind for her to keep drawing closer, craving her touch, her attention, for her to keep that gaze upon me.

She circled around me, reaching out to drag a talon across my chest, slitting open my shirt as she did so and leaving a trail of blood in its wake. 

I welcomed the sharp pain, shivered in ecstasy. 

She came back around the other side, stopped before me. Her eyes seemed to swell in size, filling my vision completely, compelling me to do whatever she wished, however she wished, with no limits, no question of morality, of sanity.

I felt fevered, delirious. I wanted whatever she saw fit to give. 

Talons caressed the length of my jawline, the thinnest of needle tips moving up my cheek as she leaned in. I closed my eyes with a moan as those perfect lips pressed against mine, her taste metallic, delicious, utterly unlike anything I’d ever experienced.

She kissed me, deep and hard, jaw working as she pressed her body against mine, the ridges of bone and chitin sharp against my flesh, alien and wondrous, and I wondered what it would be like to fuck her, to lick those ridges of crimson and purple, run my fingers over her salient ribs, caress the spikes across her shoulder, to thrust into her depths as she tore my flesh to ribbons.

Her tongue touched mine, slid over it, pushed between my lips. I welcomed it, groaning as I pulled her against my body. Felt her arms wrap around me, talons whispering against my back and then digging deeper, opening up deep lacerations across my shoulders, even as her tongue pushed deeper into my mouth, deeper than any tongue could have gone, filling me, pressing against the back of my throat, wiggling and invasive, powerful and muscular. 

The pain in my back was replaced by burning prickling, and for the life of me I couldn’t think why, why that delicious agony was being washed away, was it my own body that was healing, or -

- someone else? Who could - 

My thoughts were fragmented, I was choking as her tongue slid down my throat, seeming without end, the sharp angles of her hips grinding against my own, her talons opening up new wounds in my back -

- who could be - 

A vision. An image. 

A porcelain mask of a cat. And was someone shouting my name? What was -

Noah! Noah, can you hear me?

I knew that voice, but from where?

Her tongue was deeper yet, my vision darkening, but I didn’t gag, couldn’t reject her, slid my own hands into her hair, which had turned serpentine, like scaly dreadlocks -

Noah!

Imogen’s voice.

Imogen? 

I blinked, slipping if only for a moment the entrancement that had befallen me, seeing Neveah’s face before mine, her eyes closed as she kissed me, and a rejection so powerful burst from my soul that it was as if my very spirit were exploding.

Exploding in the form of a hundred levenbolts, some as thick as my thighs, blasting not from my palm but right out of my chest, lifting up Neveah and hurling her back against the cliff as if Zeus and Thor had both unleashed every thunderbolt at their disposal at her chest. Her tongue tore free of my throat, her claws slashed open my shoulders as she sought to hold on, but then she was flying back, hurled into the stone and burying herself deep, shattering the cliff face and sending cracks spidering out in every direction.

I crumpled to my knees, mind blanked by the sheer amount of power I’d just released, throat raw as if I’d been gargling with rusting nails, back spasming, shoulders sheeting blood down my arms. 

But still I managed to look up and see Neveah prying herself free of the ruined rock, smoke rising from her alien body, her eyes slitted with displeasure.

Holy fuck. 

She was still moving.

I stepped back and threw myself off the outcropping’s edge, catching myself with Manipura, spearing as fast as I could, arms hanging loose below me, descending like an arrow loosed from a longbow, toward what I’d caught a glimpse of before, that cabin.

There, built in a small glade lower down the mountain slope, illuminated by the full moon. Large, well-tended, its orderly garden speaking of care, the field beside it furrowed and busy with vegetables.

I could sense Neveah closing behind me, but didn’t do anything but fly faster, down, hurling myself with everything I had, putting on a final burst of speed just as I sensed a blade cut through where I’d been a second before.

To hit the ground with one shoulder, turning my head away as I plowed a furrow of my own across the garden before the cabin, throwing up a spray of dirt and pebbles, shattering a small fence as I came to a stop.

No more prickling fire. No more healing. Only Manipura kept me going. Despite the increase in power from completing the circle, despite Priyam Mantra, despite the First Prism, I was nearly out of magic. 

A nudge of Manipura and I revolved around within my furrow, not needing to use arms or legs to pull free of the dirt, to watch as Neveah alighted before me, lowering herself to one foot, wings slowly, slowly furling, as she frowned and gazed about the garden and cabin.

Hope. 

A desperate hope. This place. It had to be where she was raised. Her grandmother’s cabin.

That meant I had a chance.

Manipura lifted me up so I hung a foot above the earth, one of my legs probably broken, both arms limp, shoulders soaked birds’ nests of raw meat and deep incisions. Manipura kept my back straight. Where was Shard? 

No matter.

“Neveah,” I said, voice little more than a rasp from my ruined throat. “You know where this is.”

Her black eyes had slitted. Those perfect lips pulled into a snarl. 

“Home. Your grandmother. Your mother. Where are they? What would they think of you?”

Her snarl grew fiercer and she took a step back.

Had to keep pressing my advantage. 

“The Silver Flame. Isn’t that what you were? What they were? You’re the Silver Flame, Neveah. Not this. What would your grandmother -”

Neveah raised her blade and unleashed a billowing plume of black fire the size of a school bus. It roared forth to engulf the cabin, wreathing it in dark majesty, the plume not stopping, pouring more and more writhing ebon flames upon the structure until it was clear the wood was being incinerated, the moss-covered shingles vaporizing.

I stared, awed. Not even Kashala back on Ghogiel had been able to unleash such power.

A few seconds in, the front wall collapsed, and with it the roof. A side wall tumbled outward with a roar, the contents of the cabin outlined briefly in vermillion within the black inferno and then disappearing.

Ten, maybe fifteen seconds in, Neveah closed her hand into a fist, cutting off the stream of fire.

There was almost nothing left of the cabin. Just charred, glowing ruins.

Neveah considered it with a sneer, then turned her head slowly to glare at me.

“Oh… shit,” I said, voice very small. 

But she wasn’t done. The herbs and plants around my furrow suddenly began to twist and grow, darkening as they sprouted toward the night sky - only to twist and turn to ash. Beyond, in the field, I could see the crops do the same, fueled with unnatural vigor for a few moments before collapsing upon themselves, cindered and dead.

“So… you don’t like this place,” I said, not knowing what I said. “But… that means you recognize it. You have to know it to hate it. And it has to mean something for you to hate it. There has to be something here that you’re rebelling against.”

I was babbling, floating away from her as she turned her attention back to me. Her black flame meant Muladhara. Twisted Green Path meant Svadhisthana, along with that dark seduction. Manipura for flight and strength. Anahata for her ward. That was four sanskaras. What was her fifth?

Neveah shook out her leathery wings and began to walk toward me.

No point in trying to outfly her. No point in trying to hurl levenbolts. That explosion I’d dealt her up on the outcropping hadn’t left a mark. Healing as well?

That left just one trick up my sleeve.

Second Prism, braiding my magic, using the Priyam Mantra to again refine my usage to its most efficient. As little as possible to Manipura to keep me upright and strong enough to resist the pain, and the rest?

The rest into Svadhisthana.

The vast sunflower within my center unfurled, its virulently yellow petals beginning to rotate, faster and faster as I fed more power into it, allowing its influence to suffuse me, to radiate from my soul.

“Neveah,” I said. My voice shook. I was growing lightheaded from blood loss. The pain was encroaching on the borders of my mind. I pushed that all away, focused on the dread figure moving toward me. 

“Neveah.” My voice surged with power. Was it enough? “I know you’re in there. Under all of Lilith’s corruption. The woman who nothing could break. Hear me, Neveah. Hear my voice.”

She kept coming, expression unchanging, Morghothilim by her side. 

I didn’t retreat. Let her come. My breathing was ragged, the pain rising. 

“Neveah,” I said again, siphoning more magic away from Manipura and into Svadhisthana. I had but a few moments of magic left before I ran out. “Neveah, please. I know you can hear me. Stop. Take control. Use that strength of yours. Please.”

She stopped before me, frowned. Was I getting through to her?

“I know it’s hard. But you have to. For your grandmother, for your mother, for yourself. Fight it. Fight Lilith’s corruption.”

Her frown deepened. She reached out with her free hand, placed it on my shoulder. 

I winced as pain lanced through me, the torn flesh and ruined joint incandescing. But held still. Meeting those alien eyes. 

“Neveah,” I whispered, and felt the truth within me, felt the confusion fall away, the admiration and respect and awe and desire fuse under Svadhisthana’s power, become something greater, nobler, purer. “Neveah. I love you.”

Her eyes narrowed, her jaw clenched, and then she drew Morghothilim back, all the way back, and plunged its tip into my chest, skewering me straight through the sternum.

There was no pain. Instead, it felt as if the very universe had shuddered, as if I’d never need to breathe again, all sound and color draining away until there was nothing left but the corrupted perfection of Neveah’s face.

Steadying me by the shoulder, Neveah pushed Morghothilim through me, and out my back. There were six feet to the blade, and she kept working it forward, drawing me closer and closer to the hilt.

Within me, the First Prism fell apart. The Second Prism shattered.

The words of the Priyam Mantra fell silent. 

The wheeling of Svadhisthana stilled, and then it furled its petals over its face.

Blood gushed up my throat, thick and choking, splattering out over my lips. 

I clutched at Morghothilim. There were still some two feet of black steel between us. 

No pain. Thank the Source for that. My back, my shoulders, everything had faded away.

Just me and Neveah’s dark eyes.

I clutched at Morghothilim and pulled myself closer, inched up the sword, pushing it through bone and flesh to draw closer to her.

Neveah watched me dispassionately.

It was hard to speak. I had to focus with every ounce of will left in my possession. 

“I’m sorry,” I managed, my voice more choking gulps than anything else.

Neveah’s brows drew into a sharp frown.

I swallowed back blood, drew in a whistling breath, pulled myself closer to her. Inch by bloody inch. 

“I’m sorry, Neveah.” Had to pause to draw more breath. “My fault. I chose you. Brought you to - to Tagimron.” 

The pain was coming. Not here yet. Approaching like a train down a tunnel, its arrival presaged by a vibration in the ground.

Running out of time.

Dying.

“Brought you here. Not fair. After all... you’ve been through.”

Her frown deepened, her coral pink lips drawing back into a confused snarl.

“Should have left -” Another gush of blood splattered out of my mouth, over her hand where she gripped Morghothilim. “Should have left you alone.”

Voice little more than a whisper now. Here came the pain - but no. No pain. Numbness instead. Couldn’t feel my legs. Chest. Just the burning in my throat, the weakening beat of my heart.

“I’m sorry, Neveah. I love you. I hope my death… brings you peace.”

Neveah’s face was receding down a dark tunnel, but I saw her confusion turn into rage, saw her shake her head in some stark denial, her thick hair swinging sharply back and forth.

“No,” I heard her say, her voice her own, so strange to hear coming from that demonic face. “No - that’s not -”

One last effort. One last, galvanic struggle. I reached out, clenched her hand with both of mine, and drew myself the last of the way to the hilt. Could barely understand the clotted words as I forced them out: “I’ll wait for you… in the Source.”

“No!” Her cry tore at the heavens. I couldn’t make out what she yelled next as I slumped over Morghothilim. Another scream, and then the world changed.

My consciousness was slipping. The world strange. Great, shifting clouds of color above. Blurring green - grass? A voice intoning something sepulchral. 

The world changed again.

Shouting. People pressing around me, hands pushing me down. Terrible fire sweeping through my body as my innards were being carpet bombed. Blood, coughing up from lungs that felt ruined, pain blossoming in my chest. Bleary lantern light, silhouettes around me, preventing me from sitting up.

“Neveah?” I couldn’t get the name out. Could only vomit more blood. 

“…calm down, we need to -”

“…Little Meow, focus on his -”

“…oh Noah, Noah, please hold on, please -”

“Neveah…” It was only a whisper, a cracked remnant of my voice, but I couldn’t see her, couldn’t make myself heard. 

I was falling down a well, the shadowy heads clustered above me receding, their voices fading, the pain, mercifully going with it.

“Neveah…” My whisper was loud in the darkness in which I’d fallen. 

But there was no response.

 

* * *

 

There was no clean surfacing from the darkness in which I’d fallen. Brief moments when I seemed to emerge, but I was disoriented, in pain, unable to speak. Vision would return, blurred and insubstantial, and with it the pain, calamitous and enervating. Water would pass between my cracked lips. Sometimes I’d choke. 

But I wasn’t alone. Someone was always there, a hand on my cheek, lips on my brow. My name whispered in my ear.

I’d slip away, but take with me some small measure of comfort.

I don’t know how much time passed. 

Strange dreams. Feverish and illogical. Old friends that I’d forgotten from my childhood, places I’d never visited, impossible worlds. Scenes of struggle where I couldn’t move forward, was slowly being carried away by tides of mud, or trapped halfway up the face of a cliff. 

A flash of a demonic form, wings spreading wide against the face of the full moon.

Blood. Blades. Haunted visages of the starving. Ashen planes. A tower rising up to defy the heavens. A metropolis of the damned. 

And legions of the enemy. Goatmen braying at the skies, shoxar ambling forward, packs of furless wolves as large as horses. Insectile demons, great ogres, endless hordes of people in furs and black iron who’d given themselves over to the darkness.

And over them all. 

Barely glimpsed.

A presence. A face as pale as the moon, eyes like crimson suns. A beauty that could never be simply seen, but which ensnared, which corrupted, which exalted you even as you were forever debased.

Lilith.

Water trickled through my lips, and my eyelids fluttered open as if of their own accord. I lay in a small chamber, a gray-walled cell, my mattress flush against the wall, a small, cast-iron stove set in one corner, radiating heat.

Emma knelt beside me on the floor, bent forward, lifting my head as she carefully poured water into my mouth.

I closed my eyes, focused on the coolness, drank. Swallowing hurt. As if there were a knot of rawness in the center of my chest that each sip caused to radiate discomfort.

Emma laid my head back on the pillow. “Noah?”

“Hey there, good-looking.” I kept my eyes closed, but managed a slight smile. “How many times we done this now?”

“Noah.” And there were tears in her voice, an upswell of grief and emotion and relief. She leaned down, I smelled her hair, and she pressed her brow to my shoulder. 

Which hurt. I wanted to wince, felt the urge, couldn’t be bothered. 

“One moment,” she whispered, collecting herself. I heard her rise, the sound of footsteps hurrying away. In the near distance, “He’s awake!”

A deep breath. Time to take stock. Breathing hurt as well as swallowing. A terrible tenderness in my chest, as if what had once been bone and muscle was now plowed-up soil and bone meal. My shoulders were feeling pretty wrecked, too. Pain down my back when I tried to shift. 

Not good. 

Footsteps, a clamor of voices, and then the weight of presences in the doorway. 

I cracked open one eye. Saw Imogen and Brielle, Valeria and Emma clustered together, peering at me in hesitation, moving forward gently as if afraid a false step would shatter me like glass.

“Neveah?” I asked.

Emma and Imogen knelt by my side. Brielle shook her head.

“She left,” said Emma. “The moment you both returned. Woke up screaming. I think she’d have cut us down if we’d tried to stop her. Ran right out into the tunnels and hasn’t been back.”

“How long have I been out?” Damn but it was hard to speak.

“Five days,” said Imogen, voice somber. “It’s been touch and go.”

“Damn,” I whispered, and closed my eyes. I could sense memories crowing in the wings of my mind, waiting for their moment to step forth and claim my attention. Not yet. I couldn’t deal with that. 

“Little Meow?”

“She’s in bad shape.” Imogen’s voice, a hand on my brow, caressing my hair. Emma. “She expended everything she had to keep you alive. We were all panicking. She was…”

“Incredible,” said Valeria, her voice flat.

I opened my eyes. Their faces were troubled, pensive. 

Imogen continued. “You were being wounded faster than she could heal. Then she stepped back, said she would wait for a mortal wound, that she was running out of power.”

“Noah, what happened?” Emma, her voice a whisper. “Your back broke. You were being cut open like…” She shook her head, horrified.

“She stepped back in when you were stabbed through the chest,” said Valeria, her voice still hard. The voice of a warrior discussing facts. “It took everything she had to keep you alive, but no matter how much she tried to heal you, the wound wouldn’t go away.”

A flash of memory. Neveah before me in her demonic form, Morghothilim plunged through my chest, the smoldering ruins of her cabin behind her. 

“The blade…” I didn’t want to specify. Not yet. “The blade was in my chest for awhile.”

Valeria nodded. “It’s what I guessed. All Little Meow could do was keep you alive, not really heal you. Only when you returned was she able to start the process, but she was too burned out. She collapsed before being able to…” Valeria gave a helpless shrug, and gestured at him.

“How is she doing now?”

“Still down,” said Imogen. “She’s next door. Her life force was nearly expended. I’ve never seen such a talented healer, nor one so strong. A whole team of practitioners wouldn’t have been able to do what she did. But she’s mending.” Said in a strong, assertive voice, as if Imogen were partially willing this to be true. “She’ll get better. She just needs rest.”

“Good.” I closed my eyes again, but doing so only brought back that final scene to my mind’s eye. Neveah pressing Morghothilim through my body, one hand on my ruined shoulder, steadying me. 

“Noah.” Emma’s voice. Hesitant, almost scared. “What happened?”

“Neveah’s brow,” I said. “What color was her circle?”

“Gold,” said Brielle, voice flinty. “Whatever happened, she passed the trial.”

“Thank the fucking Source,” I said, and my body shuddered, as if releasing some pent-up fear. 

“Noah?” Emma’s voice, even quieter now. 

Memories. Me being thrown through a tree. Neveah on all fours, being fucked by Orison, perverted by his magic. Neveah hunched over as she changed. That kiss, her tongue sliding down my throat -

I shuddered again and bent my arm over my eyes. “I’m sorry. I can’t. Not yet. Not… not yet.”

Silence. 

“That bad.” Valeria’s assessment. “All right. Are you hungry?”

“No.” I wasn’t. My body was a void, numbed by my memories. “But I have to eat. So I will.”

“We’ve got stew waiting. I’ll bring some.” I could hear the relief in Emma’s voice, heard her stand and leave once more.

A hand took my own. Imogen’s. No words. Just there. Holding me.

“We’re almost done,” said Brielle. “Take comfort in that, Noah. Only Emma left to go.”

I nodded, mute, and a terrible, abstract horror rose up within me. I felt the urge to cry, but didn’t understand the cause - it felt like my soul was recoiling from this world, this existence of mine, the experiences I’d been through in such short order. 

“Thank you.” My voice a husky rasp. “Soon. I just… I just need a moment.”

“More than a moment,” said Imogen, and slipped onto my far side, insinuating herself between my body and the wall, to lie next to me, her head on the pillow next to mine. Movement, the rustle of clothing, and then Valeria sat against the wall beside me, turned my head gently so that my cheek was pressed against the swell of her thigh. 

A presence between my legs. Brielle. She curled sinuously between my thighs, back to one, head resting on the other, curled up like a cat.

Imogen caressed my cheek. Valeria’s rough hand took the arm that was draped over my face, slipped into my own. Her calluses hard, her touch gentle. 

Footsteps, a pause, and then the clink of a bowl on stone. Emma knelt beside me, laid her head on my hip, her arm over my stomach. 

Nobody spoke. Embraced by the four of them, feeling them so close, not demanding anything, giving me time, giving me love, I felt the numbness within me begin to thaw. 

And in its place a terrible grief arose. Grief for myself, for my companions, but mostly for Neveah. For what she’d been through. For what she’d been forced to relive, and what she had to be wrestling with even now, wherever she was. 

Within me, from my very core, came a deep and profound protest: it wasn’t fair. It wasn’t the cry of a child, but that of a man, a deep violation of how I realized I’d believed the world, the universe, on some level, should operate. Not that I’d believed the world to be fair. That good people were rewarded and bad people punished. If you’d asked me before, I’d have scoffed at such naivete. 

But this was different. 

It was one thing to theoretically know the universe was a cruel, uncaring place. Another to experience it, to see friends broken down, to see just how cruel and uncaring it could be. To viscerally feel that sense of loss, of horror. 

It wasn’t fair. 

I fought with that pain. Tried to wrestle it into submission. But somehow the touch of my companions made it harder. I felt my eyes prickle and burn. I didn’t want to cry. I fought against that upwelling of emotion, wanting to be strong, to take care of them, to be in control. 

I was the fucking savior. I wouldn’t cry over something so naive. 

But I kept seeing Neveah’s face. How she mastered herself time and again as Victor kept blasting her with her past, how she’d done everything she could to resist being undone, and then in the end, not had a choice at all.

Been perverted by fell magics against which she had no chance. Changed into something she had to loathe to the core of her being, and even then - even under all the various powers and curses of Lilith, somehow found a way to resist. 

To pass her trial, against even the most impossible odds.

It was a mute rebelling on my part against this world. Tagimron, the Elegiac Enigma, the manifold, the fall of the spheres, the death and torment that I’d been exposed to. Imogen’s academy and the evil nestled in its brutal core. The slaughter of Valeria’s world, the unceasing carnage of that assault. The memory of Neveah bound to that black altar, helpless, alone, without friends or allies, her soul riven by grief, Morghothilim slowly plunging into her body.

All of this was compounded by the pain and abuse I’d undergone. The whippings, the torture, the stabs and cuts, my bones broken, my flesh mangled, my spine snapped, and finally a six-foot-long sword plunged through my chest.

It was too much. Too much for me to keep pushing aside, to keep making light of, to keep ignoring. 

Everything compounded. I felt a bleak wave of grief rise within me, vast like those hundred-foot waves that rolled in from the depths of the sea to wipe out all life along the coast. Could hear its distant roar growing closer. 

But instead of helping me shut it down, the touch and warmth of my companions made me unable to resist it.  

So that when it finally crested above me and came crashing down, I had no walls to defend myself, no reserves left to call on, no jokes to crack, nothing.

Pain. Blood. Cruelty. Despair. Torment. Abuse. Horror. Death. 

I broke. 

Curled up, or tried to, silent sobs wracking my frame. 

Too much. 

I’d seen too much, felt too much, in too short a time. 

The girls held me. Nobody spoke. With their presence they cradled me, and I felt no judgement, nothing but tenderness and love. 

I wept. For myself, for them, for Neveah, for the worlds that were falling to Lilith, and the million billion horrors and injustices that had taken place, were taking place, and would no doubt continue to happen no matter what I did.

Wept, for I was the savior, and I’d never felt more helpless.

Wept, until the darkness came for me, and held by those who loved me and I loved in turn, slipped into a deep and numbing slumber.

 

Chapter 30

 

 

 

When I awoke I was alone. Which suited me fine. Wincing with pain, unsure as to the wisdom of it, I sat up. That alone caused me to break out into a cold sweat. I pulled the sheet down and stared at my body. 

Not good. I looked like a mummy, my chest all wrapped up in gauze, my sternum having leaked enough blood to paint a red circle in the bandages. My arms were weak, the joints and muscles a mass of bandages. Not to mention the way my back wanted to spasm all to hell.

I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and sank into my reservoir. My magic reserves were low, but I funneled a thread into Manipura, strengthening my body, and the pain grew a little more distant. I drifted down to Muladhara and there assumed a cross-legged position, floating above the great flower, and sent my consciousness down to it so that it opened its petals and revealed its ruby heart.

I don’t know how long I spent channeling magic through its core, sinking deep into the sense of primal safety that it afforded. That security was a balm to my wounded soul. My fears, doubts, and weaknesses fell away, and I drifted in Muladhara’s blessings. When I finally opened my eyes the magic in my reservoir was clear; there was precious little, but enough for me to feed Manipura a trickle without running out immediately.

Neveah. I turned to consider her portal. Hesitated, then willed myself over to it and opened the aperture. 

Moved forward and peered inside.

Holy mother of god.

I’d thought Imogen’s taint was bad; how the black, iridescent stain had flowed about her sanctum and over her spirit body.

Looking into Neveah’s sanctum was something else altogether. 

It was like peering into a ball of melting tar. Stalactites and stalagmites of glistening ooze reached toward each other, forming columns, thickening, thinning, in constant movement. Shapes writhed beneath the slime, faces pressing forward blindly, mouths opening in silent screams, hands stretching out to claw weakly before sinking away. And not just one stain - a half dozen different kinds, their textures different, their hues, their viscosity. Jaundiced yellow, bruise purple, shades of ashen gray, sickly green - all melding, flowing over each other, yet somehow distinct.

The different magics that had been cast on her during that dread ritual.

And in the center, hovering, head bowed, one knee raised, the other leg extended, Neveah. Morghothilim piercing her breast and extending out the other side. Her spirit form that muted brilliance of the sun during an eclipse, her body encased in ooze, ooze which flowed over every inch, flowed into every orifice, flowed back out to loop away into the ambient muck.

My stomach turned and even in spirit form I felt the urge to vomit. 

Neveah?

I couldn’t bring myself to float into her sanctum proper. 

Neveah, can you hear me?

Nothing. No response. 

God damn. Had she been like this all along? So corrupted in her depths? Or no, not corrupted, but under siege. Her spirit body, under all that slime, still had a muted pearlescent glow. 

Neveah? Nothing. Was there something I could do in here? Could I remove the taint as I’d helped remove Imogen’s parasite back on Ghogiel? 

I considered the sheer amount of darkness in her sanctum, and then shook my head in dismay. The odds were heavily against it. Fuck, even a betheliim had been involved in the ritual. And without Neveah’s active assistance?

I backed away, closed the portal, and floated for awhile, considering.

I sensed someone touch my shoulder, and opened my eyes.

Little Meow was kneeling beside me, her porcelain cat mask tilted to one side. She gave me a little wave as I looked up at her. “There you are.”

I could hear the smile in her youthful voice. “Hey Little Meow. Sounds like I owe you my life again.”

“I promise that I’m not keeping track. I absolutely don’t have a little notebook stashed somewhere secret with a page on which I’ve written: number of times I’ve saved the savior’s life and thus by extension the whole freaking universe. Promise.”

I chuckled which led to my wincing. “Ah. Laughing hurts.”

“Everything hurts, I’m sure. I wanted to know if you’re ready for some more healing?”

“More? But the girls said you were burned out…?”

“Yeah, I was, that’s true. But there’s this neat trick you learn at higher levels of Anahata where you heal your ability to heal. Sounds funny, but it’s like exponential returns once you get going. So soon as I woke up I started working on myself, and ta-da!” She spread her hands wide. “Good as new.”

“Neat trick,” I said. “But yeah. If you’re up for it. I’m… feeling a little worn down.”

“Worn down.” I could hear the skepticism in her voice. “You must be in agony.”

I frowned, checked in with myself. “Yeah, it does hurt.”

“You channeling Manipura right now? You must be. But be careful with that, yeah? If you use it too much you’ll start to get… numb, I guess.”

“Numb sounds good.”

“No, numb is bad. We feel pain for a reason. Too much pain is awful, sure, but you don’t want to lose it altogether, either. It’s a survival mechanism. It keeps you from casually pushing yourself too far, you know?”

“Sounds like a bit of a luxury from where I’m standing.”

“Yeah, I can see that.” She sighed, shoulders slumping. “Given what you’re going through. Going to go through. Still. No need to leave you looking like a cat’s favorite toy. Ready? This is going to hurt.”

“Ready.” I swallowed and sat up some more. “Hit me.”

“All right. Sorry in advance!” She reached out with her long, delicate fingers, and placed them on my chest. “Going to start with the worst. Here we go.”

I cried out in pain as fire shot through me like the worst heartburn you could imagine. But it quickly faded, reduced to prickling bites like a million ants trying to eat their way out from within me, then down to itching and finally to a mere dull ache.

“There,” said Little Meow, and I heard her blow out her cheeks. “Wow. Not every day I heal someone from something so… intense.”

“Yeah, no kidding.” I rubbed at the bloody bandages and felt a ridge beneath them. Tried to peel them away, then sat forward with a sharp wince so Little Meow could help me unravel the gauze. A few moments later she had a pile of them in her lap, and I was able to see the wound for the first time. 

Just a solid inch of scar tissue, hard and gnarled, exactly where Morghothilim had passed through me. 

Little Meow reached out tentatively and touched the scar. “Now that’s something.”

“Yeah.” Her touch made me shiver a little, and she drew back her hand.

“Back next? I barely got it aligned last time. I think you’ve still got some broken ribs and misaligned vertebrae. Maybe some pinched nerves.”

“Sure.” I rolled over onto my front, back spasming as I did so, and relaxed at last, cheek on the back of my hands. 

This time she warmed up to it, kneeling beside me so as to knead the long muscles that ran from the small of my spine up to my neck. Each stroke of her thumbs unleashed waves of prickling warmth that sank deep into the snarled muscles. It felt amazing. The pain felt like it was being washed away, like a bloody floor being cleaned by successive bucketloads of soapy water being thrown across it. 

Up and down, her hands strong, her fingers dexterous, and then she laid both palms over my spine and channeled a strong dose of magic right into the bone.

I felt things fuse, twist into place, and arched my back with a grunt of pain. But the fact that I could arch it at all spoke volumes as to what she’d done.

“Broken back, perhaps five broken ribs. Mortal stab wound through the chest. Came out here.” I felt her touch more scar tissue just beside my spine. “The lacerations are gone now. Let’s see to your shoulders.”

She worked on each in turn, placing both hands on the ruined flesh, and with a smoldering burn I felt each heal till the pain was at last all gone.

“Ooph! I’m going to need a double shot of whisky after all that.” She sat back on her heels, and again I could sense the smile in her voice. “Maybe a triple.”

“It’s on me.” I sat up, marveling at how limber and whole I felt. Strong once more, with only the memory of pain lingering like an echo. “Or would be, if there was a bar.”

“I know a place. It’s kind of scary? But I’m welcome there. If we had time, I’d take you, but… I’m sure you have a lot of savior stuff to do.”

I smiled sadly. “Yeah. I do.” I reached out and took her hand, squeezed it. “I can’t thank you enough.”

She canted her head to one side. “I’m sure you could try.”

I laughed, surprised. “Another kiss?”

“I almost just said something really out of line.” She put her fingers to the cat’s mouth. “But luckily I’m a well-adjusted and mature woman who would never take advantage of a handsome man whose life she just saved. That and I think the others wouldn’t approve. So. Let’s just go with a hug.”

“A hug?” I raised an eyebrow. “Sure.”

“You sound almost disappointed.”

I hesitated. God I wished I could see past that mask. I knew she was my age, maybe just a little younger - nineteen? Eighteen? And her body was slamming, gamine and slender, her skin flushed with health, her black hair gleaming. But what I wouldn’t do to see her face. All I could make out in the darkness behind her mask were her eyes, enigmatic and dark. 

“I don’t know how to answer that.” And I didn’t. Anything I’d say would get me in trouble. “I feel like I’ve known you already for so long, but it’s only been…”

“A little less than two months? Yeah. Though for most of that time I’ve been just hanging around while you slept. Which… is weird? Seeing you awake is almost strange at this point.”

“Ha, yeah.” I rubbed the back of my head. “But thanks, Little Meow. I mean it. Without you, this would have all ended ages ago.”

She shrugged her shoulders, hands pressed together in her lap. “I know. Makes me feel all warm and fuzzy inside to know I’ve been able to help. Make a difference, you know? Before you showed up I was enjoying myself - kind of - growing food and helping out with my neighbors. But this feels so much more meaningful.”

“Yeah.”

We sat there in silence for a spell, looking at each other, and then I smiled and opened my arms. “How about that hug?”

“Yes!” She leaned forward, enthusiastic, and hugged me tight, resting her chin on my shoulder, her chest pressing against mine. I tried not to focus on how pert and yet soft her breasts were, and largely failed. 

She sat back, adjusting her mask. “Ready for some food? You’ve got to be starving. I know I am.”

“Yeah.” I stood up, extended my hand to her. Not that she needed it, but she took it anyway and rose smoothly to her feet. “That and a whisky.”

We emerged into the bunk room, or what had been the bunk room - the girls had cleared away the bedding, opening it up so that it no longer felt cramped, and installed a rectangular metal door on sawhorses down its center, complete with scavenged chairs and even a flowerpot in the center with crude plastic flowers. Lanterns hung from hooks drilled into the walls, and while the change didn’t make the space homey, exactly, it was far, far better than before.

Still, my eyes were drawn to the ruined corner where Neveah had lost her shit. While the chunks of stone had disappeared, little could be done for the deep slashes and missing chunks in the walls.

“Hey!” Emma beamed at me from the far end of the table where she was pouring something into a strainer, which filtered the liquid into a pitcher. “You’re up! You’re both up!”

Imogen was sitting cross-legged in a hammock that was stretched across a corner, a book in her lap, and looked up with a smile, finger on the line she’d been reading. “Awake and looking more yourself.”

“Thanks to Little Meow,” I said, slinging an arm over her shoulders. “Girl’s a regular miracle worker.”

“Well, you know,” said Little Meow bashfully. 

“Time to celebrate! Not enough celebrating going on around here. Here. I’m making fruit punch.” Emma frowned at the pitcher. “Kind of.”

Imogen placed a slender bookmark between her pages and set the book down in the hammock, lowering her legs to straddle it then rise to her feet. She neatly stepped out and moved to the table, eyeing me with that insightful stare of hers. “How are you feeling, Noah?”

“Honestly?” I took a deep breath. “Rough. But put back together again. I won’t lie. Neveah’s trial was… pretty hard.”

“No kidding,” said Emma, pouring a reddish liquid into a mug and raising it for a sniff. “I mean, it was like watching some torture porn horror movie.”

I flinched, and Emma immediately winced apologetically. “Sorry. That wasn’t very thoughtful of me.”

“Brielle? Valeria?”

“Groceries. Food here spoils quick, and we don’t have any way to refrigerate it.” Imogen squatted beside a chest as she opened it. “We’ve got some stale bread and cheese. Judicious application of fire could feasibly turn it into grilled cheese sandwiches.”

“You’re on,” I said, stomach rumbling. 

“Perfect for dipping in this stew we’ve had bubbling since you came back,” said Emma. “Serve yourself a bowl. It’s been cooking for five days. Must be delicious by now.”

“It’s got some of my supplies in there,” said Little Meow, linking her hands behind her back and rising to the balls of her feet. “Spring onions, carrots, potatoes. Plus mystery meat.”

A pot was set in the back corner of the room on our black iron tripod over a bed of coals, all of it ringed with heavy gray bricks. Taking a bowl from the table, I served myself four ladles full of rich, red stew, and felt my stomach try to do a backflip in excitement.

We busied ourselves preparing lunch or dinner or whatever it was, complete with throwing a dirty tablecloth over the table, pouring drinks, prepping grilled cheese sandwiches by laying them on a sheet of metal over the coals. Conversation was light and teasing, and for a few moments I could pretend we were just friends preparing to eat, without the fate of the universe hanging over our heads. 

The stew was fantastic. I ate perhaps five bowls, and would have kept going if any had been left. The grilled cheese was hot and perfectly gooey, and Emma’s fruit punch was tart like unsweetened cranberry juice, but cold and soothing for all that.

Finally, we pushed the last of our plates away and sat back.

“So,” said Imogen. “I think it’s time you told us what happened.”

“There’s been no sign of Neveah,” said Emma. “Do you know where she could have gone?”

I sighed, turning my cup slowly around and around in my hands. “I don’t know where she’s gone. But… it was bad.”

The three girls stared at me, waiting. 

I clenched my jaw, stared hard at the cup. Tried to find a way into the experience. Where to start. Figure out how much to reveal, and how much I needed to respect Neveah’s privacy.

“The manifold… it didn’t even pretend to be presenting us with a real world. From the get-go it appeared in the form of Victor, and spoke directly to us.”

Imogen raised an eyebrow. “As Victor?”

“Uh huh. He’d been instrumental in Neveah’s downfall the first time she passed through Ghogiel. The whole process was… brutal. He gave us a tour of everything Neveah had forgotten. What happened to her and Ilandro. How she ended up back at Bastion with her demon blade. Did it as cruelly as he could, transporting us through time, revealing frozen scenes, highlights from her past.”

Emma paled. “Was it trying to break her all over again? Was that the test?”

I moved my head from side to side, temporizing. “No. Maybe? You know the manifold. Nothing is random. Everything was designed to hurt, to humiliate, to break. It even sent us to a dungeon for, like, five seconds to have our heads smashed in by thugs to keep us off-balance. We couldn’t even fight Victor, our punches went right through him, and neither of us could access our magic. We were forced to move from scene to scene. And then…”

Silence. 

“Fuck, I don’t know how much to tell you. But I think you have to know. Because… I don’t know what to make of it, even now. Victor - the old, real Victor - used Lilith’s corrupting magic on Neveah to build strife between her and Ilandro.” No need to get into the details. “It resulted in Neveah trying to teach Ilandro a lesson that got him killed. When she realized what she’d done, she went catatonic, and… well.” 

Another deep breath. “Victor summoned a bunch of Lilith’s most powerful magic users to layer a tone of curses on her. They transformed a demon he called an ulfortunatus into her blade, and… yeah.”

“Oh wow,” said Little Meow, voice soft.

“It was bad. I’m leaving out details you really don’t need to know about. But then they sent her back to Bastion, carrying all that shit inside her.”

“To what end?” asked Imogen.

“I’m not sure. Victor didn’t get into their long-term plans. Instead, he triggered the time bomb inside her by calling out an incantation.” I dry swallowed, sat forward, sat back. Couldn’t get comfortable. “Neveah… transformed. Grew wings, her body changed, her mind…”

The three girls were listening intently, eyes wide. Nobody spoke as I wrestled with the words.

“She tried to kill me. And by god she was strong. I mean, I was no match for her. I hit her with everything I had once I realized how bad the situation was, and it just slowed her down for a few moments. I don’t think I did any damage at any point.”

“She tried to kill you?” Emma raised her hand to her mouth. “Your broken back, the cuts, the stab wound…?”

“All Neveah,” I said, throat closing against the words. I couldn’t meet their eyes. Stared at the table top instead. “We’d left Ghogiel by that point. Were back on her home world, where she’d been raised. Forest and mountains. By luck - or who knows if it was luck - I saw her family’s cabin. Flew down, tried to appeal to her. She incinerated the shit out of it. Then I told her I loved her, and she stabbed me through the chest with Morghothilim.”

My voice failed me. I drank the last of my fruit punch. Coughed into my fist, and sat up straight. “I don’t even really remember what I said at the end there. She was pulling me down the length of her blade, and I… I think I apologized. For dragging her into all this again. For… I don’t know. For how she’d been used, how unfair it all was. And she started to shake her head, then she screamed… and we were back here.”

Silence.

I frowned down at the table cloth. Saw a stray thread and began to tease it free. “I woke up earlier today and took a look inside her sanctum. Guys… it’s fucked. I’ve never seen so much corruption. It makes Harmiel look like mud on your boots.”

“What does this mean?” asked Emma. “She’s, like, a Manchurian Candidate?”

“Manchurian what?” asked Imogen.

“Like, a sleeper agent, someone who pretends or even thinks they’re our friend, until they’re activated and turn against us.”

“It sure sounds like it,” said Imogen grimly. “We’d never have known if the manifold hadn’t exposed it. Huh.”

“What is it?” I asked.

“I’m trying to figure it out.” Imogen tapped her chin, eyes narrowed. “But the one guiding rule behind everything the manifold does is to provide us with a test. As it showed you, it can easily take our magic, wound us, could kill us without any effort if it wanted to. But it doesn’t. All it does is present us with the hardest test possible. I think Valeria and Brielle would agree that the trial it comes up with is the absolute hardest one it can conceive. It doesn’t hold back any punches, right?”

“Right?” I asked. “So?”

“So it tested Neveah at her weakest. But it was still a test she had to be able to pass if she truly wanted to. If she could overcome her weaknesses. And - she did.”

Her words hit me, hard. I’d been so focused on her demonic form, her corruption, that I’d not placed any attention on the fact that she’d turned her circle from lead to gold.

“So what does that mean?” asked Emma. “That she’s broken the curse?”

“No,” I said. “Not according to what I saw in her sanctum. She’s still swimming in it.”

“But when push came to shove, at her moment of truth, Neveah was able to make the right decision,” said Imogen.

Little Meow stirred. “After stabbing her demon sword all the way through him.”

“Right,” said Imogen, frowning.

“She was completely changed,” I said, trying to work it out. “Not herself at all. She toyed with me, seduced me, smacked me around like I was a toy. Whatever magic took over her, it was really potent.”

“If they bound an ulfortunatus into a blade for her, I’m not surprised,” said Imogen. “I’m sure we’ve only seen the least of what her sword can do, for better or worse.”

“Yeah,” I said. “There was even a betheliim at the ritual.”

Little Meow gave a low whistle. “That’s not good.”

“No,” I said. “Not good at all.”

Emma hesitated, then sat forward. “Can we cleanse her? Are there people who can remove that taint?”

“Little Meow?” asked Imogen.

Who remained silent for a moment, shoulders hunched, hands gripping the forward edge of her chair. “I mean, it’s possible? Anything’s possible. But if a betheliim was involved, and there were others of similar strength? It’d be… I don’t know. I can’t do it. If there were like, fifty of me, we could take a crack at it. But… wow. Yeah. I don’t know.”

“Shit,” I said. “I was hoping.”

“They did her good,” said Little Meow apologetically. “They must have really thought her important.”

“She is,” I said. “She shared some of her past with me the night before. She’d mastered five sanskaras by the time she was eighteen, or something. Was practically ruling the country or land she was born in. Victor himself - the manifold, that is - told us how special she was. How if she’d been made the Savior they - the bad guys - would have been fucked.”

Emma was staring at me, stunned. “She’s… and now…?”

“Yeah,” I said. “They layered all their power atop her own. So when she triggered, when she became the demonic version of herself, she was… nigh unstoppable, really. I don’t know if even Blindness could have taken her on. I’m guessing not. She was like Wandering Magus-level of power.”

“But why not just make her one of their own?” Little Meow looked from me to Imogen. “I’ve heard of how Lilith has corrupted previous saviors, right? That’s one of her favorite tricks. To turn strong good guys into strong bad guys. Why not do that with Neveah?”

“Manchurian Candidate,” said Emma bleakly.

Imogen sighed. “I’m afraid that sounds like the most likely answer.”

Helpless fury gripped me. “But it’s not her fault! I mean, Victor used Yerachmiel on her, twisted her like he was doing me, tricked her into betraying her savior, and then they forced this evil into her -”

I cut myself off, looked away. 

“I’m not advocating any course of action,” said Imogen softly. “You know what I carry within me. I’m not so blind that I’d turn against Neveah for corruption alone. But this… this goes beyond anything I can understand.”

“But Neveah pulled back,” said Emma, voice desperate. “Right? She earned the gold ring? Doesn’t that mean there’s a chance she can gain control over this curse?”

“After stabbing her demon sword all the way through him,” said Little Meow morosely once more.

“I don’t know,” said Imogen softly. “I want to agree with you, Emma. But I don’t know. What if we reach Lilith and she says that phrase of power? Will we have the luxury of time to work on Neveah and help her conquer the curse?”

“There has to be a way to cleanse her,” I said. “Something.”

“There might be,” said Little Meow. “It’s a big universe out there.”

“Unfortunately, almost all of it has fallen to Lilith,” said Imogen. 

“True,” said Little Meow, slumping. “Not good.”

“Poor Neveah,” said Emma quietly. “To have everything thrown in her face like that, and then come back and realize she’d nearly killed her savior all over again. No wonder she ran.”

“I need to find her,” I said. “Imogen. You think you can do that ritual again that we used to find Emma and Valeria back on Ghogiel?”

“What’s this?” asked Little Meow.

“A blending of Oneiromancy and geomancy,” said Imogen. “Directional, not exact coordinates. But it works. I’m sure I could do it again. But. Neveah excels at shadow magic. If she doesn’t want us to find her, we’ll just spend our time chasing her.”

“Worth a shot,” I said. “I have to speak to her.”

“And we can’t move on without her,” said Emma. “She’s one of us.”

“She is,” I agreed. “And I won’t leave her behind. If Victor wanted to turn me against her, he failed.”

“He’s a keeper,” said Little Meow.

“He is,” said Imogen seriously.

Emma nodded. “Yeah. You’ve no idea.”

I tried for a joke, something witty and wry, but nothing came. The best I could do was smile sadly at them all. 

“We’ll need to find her first,” I said. “Before we go on Emma’s trial. I can’t risk being gone for weeks with her out there in this state of mind.”

“Oh god,” said Emma, pressing her hand to her brow. “I really, really, really don’t want to go in there.”

Imogen leaned out and squeezed her arm. 

“I know,” I said. “Trust me. I’m starting to get tired of it, too. I’m just wondering where the manifold can go from here. It went from pretending to be real to trying to trick us into thinking it was a Birthstar or whatever to now just attacking us directly. What’s left?”

“I don’t know,” said Imogen softly. “But it’ll all depend on Emma. Maybe it won’t be so bad. Out of all of us, you’re the most normal. Maybe your trial will be more mundane as a result.”

“Most normal?” Emma laughed weakly. “Thanks. No, I mean it. Compared to Neveah, or what the rest of you have been through, my past is a piece of cake. Maybe we’ll have to retake our SATs, Noah.”

Despite everything, despite the horror and sorrow and loss, I couldn’t help but laugh. “Oh god, anything but the SATs.”

Imogen frowned. “A test?”

“A brutal trial,” said Emma, nodding seriously. “Every teenager has to undergo it if they wish to progress into higher education.”

“But you’re laughing…” said Imogen, narrowing her eyes. “I don’t get it.”

“Compared to the tests you took in the academy?” I shook my head. “It’s nothing.”

“Then I hope that’s your trial.” Imogen sighed and stood, taking up her dirty dish and reaching for Emma’s. “Might as well start preparing for that ritual. We won’t want to waste any time.”

“True,” I said. I frowned and stared through the closest wall. Where was she? What was Neveah doing? 

Hang in there, I thought, wishing she could hear me. We’re coming.

 

* * * 

 

Except we couldn’t find her. Imogen’s method, which had been great for crossing a hundred miles and roughly nailing down Emma’s position high in the barren mountains, proved frustratingly inexact in the hives of Tagimron. We spent two days fruitlessly overshooting the mark, doubling back, trying to force our way into private residences, looking at blank walls and unsure how to get around them, or simply have Neveah suddenly take off, moving rapidly up and to the left and slip through our fingers.

“Sincere apologies,” said Brielle at the end of our second day’s search, blowing a lock of crimson hair out of her face. “But this isn’t how we’re going to speak with her.”

I scowled at the dead end we’d just charged down, trying to keep up with Neveah’s sudden movement. “You’re right. She’s avoiding us.”

“And I can see why,” continued Brielle. “From what you’ve shared… I can understand why she’d want some time alone.”

“Yeah.” I placed my hands on my hips and stared down at the pitted and cracked cement floor. “Still. I just wanted…”

“To talk to her,” said Emma, putting a hand on my shoulder. “To let her know she could come back when she was ready. That you don’t judge her for what happened.”

I put a hand over Emma’s and smiled gratefully at her. “Right. Exactly. Ah well.”

“Well, I’m worn out,” said Imogen, rising from where she’d been casting geomancy. “Neveah’s too slippery for me. Every time I think I have a hint of her presence, she just disappears.”

“Time for dinner,” said Valeria. “Little Meow said she’d have something waiting for us.”

As one we turned and retraced our steps. We were a good thirty minutes from our base. Thirty minutes of insinuating ourselves through cramped hallways, down poorly lit stairwells, through crowded little squares filled with beggars, the starving, and vendors who’d had to hire thugs to protect their goods.

“Someone’s following us,” said Valeria as she stepped up alongside me, looking straight ahead. “Young woman, dressed in black and gray, hair hidden by a low hat.”

I didn’t even stiffen up. Just kept walking like nothing had happened. “How far behind us?”

“Perhaps thirty yards. She’s good. I’ve lost sight of her twice now, but she always reappears.”

“Want to step out and ambush her?”

“Exactly what I was thinking.” She squeezed my hand and began to drift off to the side. The corridor we were following was like a knife wound into the building, slender and tall, but it spilled down a half dozen crooked steps to open up into an irregularly shaped iron market where everything from pots to knives to random scrap was being sold. 

We turned a corner around a large stall and Valeria stepped neatly out of sight behind a hanging banner. 

“Stay sharp,” I said to the other three. “Valeria’s going to grab a tail we’ve picked up.”

We drifted to a stop a little further on, Brielle taking up a wickedly curved skinning knife and asking the vendor how much. I crossed my arms and watched Valeria’s stall out of the corner of my eye.

There. The tail. A wisp of a girl, her hair made of straw, barely noticeable. She passed before the banner. Valeria stepped out and placed a hand on her shoulder.

The girl’s reaction was immediate and explosive. She reached up, gripped Valeria’s shoulder with one hand, then ripped her whole body up and around in an amazing display of gymnastics to wrap her thighs around Valeria’s neck. Twisted, and Valeria was flung forward, tumbling into a rough forward roll that had her crash into a lantern post.

And like that the slender girl was gone. 

We raced over. Valeria was rising to her feet, rubbing her neck, her expression ferociously dour, her other hand putting her knife away. “What the hell was that?”

“That was some extremely advanced kung fu,” said Emma. “I still don’t know what I saw.”

“And I had my knife to her back,” said Valeria, still scowling. “How did she move so fast?”

We were ringed by staring faces.

“Come on,” I said. “Let’s move.”

We took twice as long going home, and engaged in every tactic we could think of to shake a tail. Passed through private residences, used Manipura so that I could fly each of my companions up to inaccessible ledges and press on, doubled back, used Imogen’s geomancy to try and detect anyone else following us - but never saw the tail again.

“Maybe we spooked her,” Emma said.

“Maybe,” said Valeria. “But someone that dangerous doesn’t get spooked easily. More likely she made a strategic retreat, knowing her cover was blown.”

“Either way,” I said, “I think we’ve lost her. But why do I get this sinking sensation when I say that?”

“Not much else we can do,” said Imogen. “I’m about out of magic, and haven’t sensed anything within the radius of my magic in ages.”

“And think of it this way,” said Brielle. “She was an able tail before, right, but we spotted her. Doesn’t make sense for her to go from good to insanely amazing. She should just have been this good before.”

Reluctant nods. 

“Hard to argue with that,” said Valeria. “She’d have to be as good as Neveah at this point to keep tailing us.”

“Wish Neveah was here,” said Emma. “She’d nail that tail in a second.”

Mute agreement. 

“We’ll do one more flight trick to truly lose her if she’s still there, and then head home,” I said. “We need to rest up. Tomorrow we’re going in.”

Emma schooled her features and nodded, but I couldn’t ignore the flash of fear I’d seen in the depths of her eyes. 

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders as we walked on. “Don’t worry. I’ll be with you the whole time. It’s gonna be great.”

“Great. Right. Sure.”

 

* * *

 

It was a subdued night. We ate together, then sat around, watching the fire we’d built in the crude stone ring burn down. Drank a little wine, but not enough to get crazy. Mostly just enjoyed each other’s company. Imogen knitted. Brielle mocked her until Imogen pointed out their clothing was starting to fall apart, and ‘as much as Noah might appreciate that, I don’t want to get cold.’

Half an hour later Brielle was learning how to knit.

Emma and I sat together. Shoulder to shoulder, staring into the fire. I knew her so well - or thought I did - that we didn’t need to review her past. What she feared. What the manifold might do. 

Plus my guess was that the manifold was going to only raise the ante from what it had done to Neveah and I. Try to scare Emma out of being on the quest. She was the least warrior-like of us all: perhaps it would try to brutalize her, force her to admit she wasn’t cut out for this adventure.

The thought was bitter torment. I recalled all too well my fist flying through Victor to no effect. The thought of seeing Emma tortured or hurt was almost too much to bear. I did my best to hide it from her, because she kept stealing glances at me out of the corner of her eye, and I knew she was watching me for signs of concern. Of fear.

So I did my best to reassure her, even as I felt false for it.

Eventually, we turned in. By tacit agreement, Emma joined me in my cell. I needed her close. Even before entering the manifold, I felt protective. We lay down in the candle light, fully clothed, and held each other. Spoke quietly of home. Of life before Bastion. Shared old memories, old jokes.

“I wish Michael was here,” she said at last, drawing a slow spiral on my chest with the tip of her finger.

I was staring up at the ever-familiar ceiling. “Yeah.” And I realized it was true. I really did wish he was here.

“I don’t even know what that would mean, in some ways, but in others, he’d be really good at this, you know? I feel like he’d complete the three of us.”

And I knew what she meant. Before Emma and Michael had gotten together, we’d been a team. I’d been the thoughtful, creative one. Michael the wry humorist, focused and intense. Emma our leader, bold and decisive. 

“It all seems so strange and long ago,” said Emma softly. “Michael. My plans for New York. Another life.”

“Do you still love him?” A strange question, but it slipped out before I could stop it. 

“Yes.” Said simply, without affect. “Of course. But I… I love you now.”

What did that hesitation mean?

Emma shifted her head about to gaze at my face. “You’ve grown so much. Like I said before. If you’d been like this back home, I don’t know what would have happened. Or maybe I do. Michael was wonderful, but you… you’ve become so much more than anything Ruddock could have encompassed, you know?”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“Just… you’re actually becoming this savior figure. Strong. Able to take stab wounds like they’re paper cuts. Confident. Brave. Like… heroic. I can’t imagine you back at school. Can’t imagine going to the movies with you. You’re so focused on our quest.”

I placed my hand over her own. “I’d love to go to the movies with you.”

“I know. But do you know what I mean?”

“Sure, I guess. No chance I’ll work in my dad’s accounting firm now.”

She laughed under her breath. “No. That train has sailed.”

I smiled. We lay there in silence for a spell, and I thought she was drifting off to sleep when she spoke again.

“I’m scared of getting hurt, Noah.”

That jolted me right back to being awake. “Of course. Why wouldn’t you be?”

“Because… I don’t know. It’s like you’ve learned to take it in stride. But the thought of being tortured just… it really freaks me out. And you know what’s weird?” She rose to one elbow to stare at me. “I don’t really mind the idea of being stabbed in a fight, or cut, you know? That feels almost… fair? But to be restrained and tortured?” She shook her head slowly in something akin to horrified fascination. “That’s… I don’t think I could handle it.”

I cupped her cheek. “I pray to god you don’t have to.”

“But it could happen.”

“It could.”

Her expression was sober as she accepted this. “Fuck.”

“Fuck is right.” I pulled her back down. “I wish I could promise to protect you. But the manifold showed me how little power I have in there with Neveah.”

“Then… what do we do?”

“Focus on the one thing under our control: that it’s still a trial. That you’re being tested. Your resolve, your dedication to the quest. No matter what happens to your body, what the manifold throws at you, never forget that: this is a test. Can you hold on? Can you remain strong?”

I felt her nod against my chest, her finger once more drawing patterns on my skin. “Right. And that’s how the others were tested? Their will to continue with you?”

“Indirectly, yeah. Well. Imogen was tested on her sense of self-worth. Valeria on her instinct to keep fighting no matter the cost. Remember how that did her in in Ghogiel, turning her into the dark paladin?”

Emma nodded.

“Brielle…her feelings of not being good enough, especially when compared to her sister. Neveah… fuck. I don’t even know what happened there.”

“You said you apologized at the end.”

“Yeah.”

“Maybe… maybe she was harboring a deep resentment against the world, or something, for what had happened to her. And she needed to hear that apology to let it go.”

“Maybe.”

“But those all don’t sound like just a test of their dedication to the quest. Those sound like their deepest weaknesses.”

“True.” I frowned. “But I feel like your test will be around our quest. I don’t know why. Life hasn’t fucked with you like it did with them, you know? You weren’t raised in a war, weren’t perverted by the forces of Lilith, weren’t corrupted into selling your soul. You just went to Ruddock High, lost your boyfriend and best friend in an accident, and decided to get out of town.”

“Hmm.” A thoughtful silence. “What if the manifold brings back Michael?”

“You tell me.”

“It’ll hurt, of course. But… too much has happened since then. I’m not the same person. I mean -” And she raised her hand so that sparks of lightning flickered from fingertip to fingertip. “Things have definitely changed.”

“Right.”

Another thoughtful silence. “I used to think I didn’t deserve to be here. That I didn’t fit in. But that’s not true anymore. I can wield a blade now, and even throw lightning. I’m not useless. And over the past few months, I’ve become real friends with the others. Even Neveah and I were getting close. I’ve never been so close to other girls before, you know? It was always you and Michael growing up. I mean, Sheila was a good friend, but more of a track friend. And Samantha in sixth and seventh grade. But from eighth grade on, it was the three of us. So having Imogen around, Valeria, Neveah… “ She trailed off. “It’s been great.”

“And Brielle,” I added.

She shifted. “And Brielle.”

I glanced down at her. “Still have that thing for her?”

She scowled. “I should never have told you.”

“You didn’t answer the question.”

“I mean - yes. Is she still this like, statuesque, imperious, impossibly beautiful and lethal woman who exudes poise and class and just seems so capable and everything else? Yes. So. Yeah. I still have that… I don’t know. Crush, I guess. On her.”

“Makes sense to me.” I hesitated. “And there was that whole moment in the sauna thing.”

“Mmm,” she said, noncommittal.

I eyed her. “We’ve never talked about that part. Have you guys?”

“Yeah.” Again, noncommittal.

I decided to push. “And?”

“And?” She shifted again. “I think there might be something there.”

“Something there.”

She slapped my chest. “You won’t quit, will you?”

“You kidding me? My first love and a gorgeous princess I love as well might have a ‘thing’ and you think I’ll be quiet?”

“Fine, fine.” She smiled despite herself. “I mean, it’s weird. It feels weird. I’ve never thought of myself as… bisexual, I guess. It’s not how I’ve identified myself, you know?”

“We grew up in Ruddock together,” I said. “Trust me. I know there wasn’t a lot of room for that.”

“Right. But… yeah. We’ve talked about it once. And there was definitely… chemistry, I guess. But I couldn’t read her. She seemed amused. Like the idea that I might be attracted to her was both obvious and… I don’t know. Just amusing, you know?”

“Brielle sure likes to play it superior. But you felt something from her as well?”

“There was this moment, just before I died of embarrassment, where we were standing really close, and the way she was looking at me changed. She’d stepped in close, so that we were almost touching, and I thought she might… but she didn’t. She just smiled, leaned in, kissed my cheek and walked away. It was like lightning went through me when she did. And she left me even more confused than before.”

“Huh.” I moved my fingers into her pale blonde hair, began caressing her gently. “Want me to call her in here and ask?”

She slapped my chest again, hard. “Don’t you dare.”

“It’s no trouble.” I pretended to go and sit up. “Here, I’ll just shout for her to come in and clarify things -”

“Don’t you dare!” She sounded truly scandalized and shoved me down. 

I cracked up and she thumped my chest again, face blushing, so of course I stuck my fingers in her side so that she jerked away with a cry. I rolled over, following her and tickling still, and she tried to swat my hands away, but I rolled on top of her and suddenly we both went still.

She was breathing quickly, but as her eyes went wide she caught her breath, held it. 

I kissed her, and felt her soften beneath me, a subtle opening of her thighs, her arms reaching around to hold me close. 

She tasted so sweet. Images of her from our past came to me: her and Michael heading out on his motorbike, her turning to wave goodbye. Her stretching on the track during a meet, and how I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her ass and hamstrings as she bent down to touch her toes, those bright blue shorts riding up. The three of us gathered around the table in my basement as I ran a D&D adventure, her hair pulled back into a lazy ponytail, chewing on gum and eyeing her sheet. 

And now here she was. With me in a hellish place called Tagimron, experiencing things I never even put our characters through in any D&D game, learning to wield a blade, throw lightning bolts, kissing me, moaning softly into my mouth, her desire rising to meet mine.

I shifted over, slid my hand down her stomach to cup her sex through her leggings. Cupped her hard, feeling possessive, a spike of lust passing through me, a reaction, perhaps, to all the passivity of my past. She moaned, opened her legs further, placed her hand on mine, pressed my palm down.

I began to move my palm side to side over her mons, sliding my index finger up and down her slit, barely discernible through her clothing. Kissed her hard, tongue sliding into her mouth.

“Noah,” she whispered, pulling gently back, and for a second I thought she was going to protest, or that something was wrong, but no - she just wanted to say my name, whisper it in an amazingly husky, aroused tone that sent shivers down my back before kissing me again, just as hard.

After a few moments I slipped my hand under her leggings, under her underwear, and cupped her pussy, skin to skin, felt a line of dampness against my fingers, the scratch of her pubic hair. She moaned, hugging me tight, cheek moving to press against mine as she pushed her hips up, and I slid a finger between her tight folds, inside her.

“Yes,” she whispered, her breath hot and humid in my ear. “Yes.”

In and out, then along the groove between her outer and inner lips, then up to circle her clit, not touching it directly, not yet, just tugging at her hood, then around and around to slide deep inside her again.

Emma gasped, pushed her head back. “Yes, Noah. Like… like that. Don’t stop.”

“I don’t intend to,” I whispered back, grinning at the idea of my suddenly losing interest.

“I mean -” She opened her eyes, bit her lower lip, hips shifting up and down with my fingers. “I mean, keep going, just like that -”

“I know what you meant,” I said, and kissed her. Began to work my fingers faster, deeper inside her, slipping a second into her pussy and curling them back, looking for that patch of rougher tissue against the top, her G-spot, making a come-hither motion till I found it.

I knew I’d found it because she bit my bottom lip, her whole body tensing and going still, then melting again as she moaned and began to rock faster.

In and out, then back up to her clit, around and around, then in, back and forth, driving her crazy. Her moans were coming faster, from a place ever deeper within her, and she closed her eyes, holding me tight, till with a sharp cry she froze, my fingers working her hard, her whole body shuddering, hips lifting right off the floor, only to collapse with a glad smile, eyes shining as she turned to me and kissed me rapidly, again and again, hand on my face.

“You’ve gotten really, really good at that,” she said, breathless.

“It’s why I was picked as the savior,” I said, trying for a faux-modest tone. “The Source knew I was uniquely positioned to keep my companions happy like no savior before me. What can I say?”

“You can stop talking before I change my mind,” she said, grinning as she rose up to kneel by my side and pull at my pants. “Your call. Bad jokes, or I give you head.”

“Let me think about it,” I said, then raised my hand to ward off her blow, laughing as she raised her fist in mock anger. “All right! All right! Bad jokes it is!”

“I.” She yanked my pants down, pulled my cock free of my underwear, the touch of her hand around my shaft sending a violent shiver through me. “Am going to make you regret that.”

“Bring it,” I said, watching as she lowered her face. “I’m the savior, the chosen of the Source, and I can resist - I can resist - oh fuck.”

She rubbed my shaft across her cheek, the sensation teasing and glorious, then licked me, slowly, from base to head, mouth wide open, eyes aflame with desire. Fuck, I’d never seen Emma look so wicked, so turned on. The effect on me was like throwing crude oil on a campfire. My cock, if possible, got even more rigid.

At the top she swirled her tongue about my head, then slid it back down to the base, further down, to nuzzle my balls, lick them carefully, take one into her mouth.

I draped an arm over my eyes. “Oh fuck,” I said, sinking into the sensation. 

Impossible to believe. A memory came to me. The bus station. Emma holding her ticket, about to board for New York. Turning to me as I blurted out my love, that look of pity and compassion in her eyes. 

I don’t love you, Noah. Not like that. I’m sorry.

She pushed my leg up, hand warm against my skin, moved her tongue further down, past my balls, to work it in slow circles around my ass.

She might as well have stuck a live electrical wire in there. I jolted, half-sat up, eyes wide, and she raised her face up to grin at me. “What?”

“What? I mean - nothing. I just… wow. Yeah. That was… unexpected.”

“Hmm.” She pumped my cock slowly, still smiling, but was that a flicker of uncertainty in her eyes? “There’s more to me than you know, Noah. And I might have picked up a few tips from Brielle.”

“From Brielle?” My voice almost cracked as she lowered her face to swirl her tongue about the head of my cock, then move her face back down. “Oh fuck. Oh no. You guys are sharing notes.”

Her voice was sultry, almost inaudible. “I thought you wanted us to share more than that.”

She pushed my leg up and back again, resumed licking down there, hand slowly, ever so slowly working my cock, and I couldn’t help it. I pictured Brielle and Emma kissing, both naked, breasts pressed against each other, both moaning as they embraced…

Emma moved back up to my shaft, and for a second I relaxed, but then I felt pressure against my ass, and suddenly her finger slipped inside even as she took all of me into her mouth; a sudden, downward plunge of hot, tight, wet intimacy that pushed me right over the edge. 

I let out a strangled, “Gargh!” and sat up again, my abs spasming of their own accord, and shot my load deep into Emma’s throat. 

She was clearly not ready. She coughed, gagged, pulled back, and then tried to crack up even as she kept on coughing, eyes watering. 

“No! Fuck, keep going!” I said. 

Half laughing, half choking, she pumped my cock, milking the last of it out of me, moving her other arm over her mouth, and though I came, it was a weird, half-abortive orgasm, undone in large part by my inability to hold back my own laughter.

“I’m sorry!” She sounded horrified and amused at the same time. “I didn’t see that coming!”

I draped my arm over my eyes again, “Oh god, I thought I was the one with the bad jokes.”

“Hmm? Oh!” She snorted, wiped at her lips, moved up alongside me. “You have to suffer, too. But that was… fast?”

“I… yes.” My skin was flushed, my heart still racing, my cock still hard in her hand. “I didn’t expect that. That was… intense.”

“Hmm.” She propped her head on her hand, looked down at where her hand moved up and down my shaft, tugging at the skin. “I’m guessing you liked it.”

“I think so? I mean. Yeah? I felt like being plugged into a wall outlet.”

Her tone grew contemplative. “We’ll have to explore that some more, then.”

“I… yeah.” I wasn’t quite sure how to talk about it. It felt so weird to discuss. “But maybe while not filling my mind with images of you and Brielle?”

“Hmm.” She watched her hand go up and down, then turned to look at me. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

“You and Brielle?”

Her voice grew huskier and she leaned in to graze the contours of my ear with her lips. “To watch me kiss her… her tongue sliding into my mouth, my hands cupping that perfect ass…”

My cock jolted in her hands. 

“I… I mean, it wouldn’t be the worst thing ever.”

“Would you join in? Or watch for awhile?”

“I… discretion is the better part of valor… so maybe I’d watch for a moment… see… what you…”

“Watch us undress each other? Hmm?” Her voice was a shadowy purr. “Watch as I took her breasts in my hands, leaned down to lick them? Suck her nipples in between my lips?”

“Fuck, Emma…” My cock was rigid again. My heart pounding. I couldn’t believe she was saying this. 

Emma rose, pulled her tunic up over her head, then undid her wrap so that her breasts fell free. Her nipples with a light rose, her skin so pale. “Suck on them, Noah,” she whispered, moving forward so they hung above me. 

I did as commanded.

Her hand was moving faster on me. “I’ve never been with a girl…” Her voice trailed off as she sighed with satisfaction, my tongue moving around her hard nipple. “You’d have to show me… how to go down on one…”

My mind was rioting. Emma was saying these things? Images of her lowering her head between Brielle’s thighs danced through my mind. 

Sensing that she was coming close to the edge again, despite having just come, Emma rose, shimmied out of the rest of her clothing, then moved to straddle me. Held my cock between her legs, gazing at me with an expression that was pensive, almost remote. 

“Would that strengthen our magical bonds?” She worked my head back and forth between her lips, allowing her pubic hair to rub deliciously against me, matted as it was with her arousal. “What would happen if we all slept together? A six-person orgy?”

“Fuck Emma.” I propped myself up on my elbows. “That something…?” I didn’t even know how to finish the sentence.

With a contented sigh she impaled herself upon me, then leaned forward, hands by my shoulders. “I’ve never thought of it till now.” She began to rise and fall. “But if it was for the good of the universe, who knows?”

I rose and fell with her, staring at her in wonder.

“Would you like that, Noah?” Her voice husky once more. “Me with Imogen? Me kissing Valeria? Scissoring with Brielle?”

“Fuck,” I groaned, the images like erotic cocaine. 

“All of us moaning, sweating, moving our bodies against each other, wet and hungry for your touch…?”

I moved faster. Hands on her hips. Her breath was coming quicker, her movements more urgent.

“All for the sake of the universe,” she whispered, pushing up to sit erect, clasping her breasts, squeezing her own nipples. “Fucking each other, making each other come as you watched, as you joined in…”

OK, that was about all the self-control I had. I grasped her hips and began to slide in and out faster and faster, till she stopped moving and just hovered above me, moaning and crying out.

“There, like that, fuck me, Noah, fuck me, fuck my little pussy, make me come, make me… make me -” And she cried out, her whole body shaking like a leaf as she fell forward over me even as I grunted and came inside her, shooting into her depths for the second time in as many minutes, straining, trying to get deeper, holding her tight.

We lay there panting for a long time, sweat mingling, cooling, her breasts soft against my chest, my cock still inside her, until finally she rolled away to rest her head on my shoulder.

“Wow,” I said. “I mean, hot damn.”

“Hmm.” She began to trace patterns over my chest again. “You like that?”

“Like that?” I flashed her a grin. “Holy shit, Emma. That… I didn’t expect.”

“Hmm,” she said again, reaching down as if to check herself, then smiling a private smile. 

“That… that stuff you were saying,” I said. Feeling like I was trying to pick up a toothpick with oven mitts on. “That something you’ve thought about?”

“No,” she said. “A little with Brielle, but the other stuff… no.”

“Where’d it come from, then?”

“Honest answer?” She glanced up at me. “I could tell you’d like it.”

“Ohhh…” I took a final, deep, steadying breath. “I see. You were just… getting me off.”

“Mostly, yeah.”

“Guess it worked.”

She grinned. “You think?”

“Reports are still coming in from satellite offices, but… yeah.”

“Good. And - well.”

“Well what?”

“I’ve been… I mean, I’m not the Emma you once knew, you know?”

“Yeah, I know that.”

“I don’t think you do.” Her expression turned serious. “You’ve been asleep for months on end now. And I’ve been here, training, working at my magic, thinking, becoming friends with the others. But mostly doing a lot of thinking. Accepting what’s happened to us. And looking at who I am, how I’ve approached all this. What I’ve held onto. Not just in terms of Michael, but my sense of self. The story of myself, if that makes any sense. And… I’m not the girl with the bright idea and the tragic past who was heading to NYC to start a company. I’m Emma, your companion, who has to get with the program and catch up with the others, fast.”

“I see.” I thought I did. “And that’s made you…?”

“I don’t know. Toughen up? Try to toughen up. It’s hard to think of yourself as tough with the likes of Neveah and Valeria around. But also… I don’t know. Push myself. My boundaries. Reimagine my comfort zones. With fighting. With violence. With magic. With… you.”

I nodded. “So this… tonight. Was part of that?”

“Mmmhmm. Experimenting. Trying on… I don’t know. A new self. Seeing what it would be like to be more daring, I guess. More… forward. More assertive.”

“Well, it was fucking amazing.” I leaned over to kiss her, but she didn’t quite engage. “You OK with it?”

“I think so.” She seemed to catch herself, and gave me a quick smile. “I mean, of course. It’s just that it’s one thing to say or do things in the heat of the moment, another to… think about them after.”

“Yeah.” I pulled her in close. It felt so good to have her naked against me. “Well, for what it’s worth, I loved it.”

“Oh really?” she asked, tone arch. “Shocking, that.”

I laughed. “Yeah. But… maybe I shouldn’t have to say this, or maybe I should, but - you don’t have to push any boundaries with me if you don’t want to. You don’t need to say or do anything to make me, like, deliriously happy, you know? I’ve spent my whole life wanting this, Emma. You don’t have to do anything you don’t want.”

“I know.” She said it simply. “But thank you for saying it.”

“Yeah.”

We lay in silence for a moment, her fingers still idly touching me, moving down over my abs, then scritching gently at my damp pubic hair before moving back up. “It’s so weird to see you this ripped. I still can’t get used to it.”

“Try walking around inside this body. Sometimes I don’t even feel like myself.”

“Maybe it helps, in a way. For you to have changed like this.” Her voice was soft again, pensive. “Makes it easier to transition into this relationship. Our love. This crazy universe we’re traveling through.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I stayed quiet.

“We’re going into the manifold tomorrow, right?” A thread of tension in her voice as she looked up at me. “We’re really going?”

“Yeah,” I said. 

“All right.” She nodded her head, then took a deep breath. “I’ve been so glad to go last, but now I can’t wait to get it over with. I’m glad it’s happening first thing tomorrow.”

“Yeah, me too.” I pulled the blanket over the curves of her back. “Can’t wait to get the hell out of Tagimron.”

“Me too,” she whispered, laying her head down on my shoulder, her hair tickling my cheek. “Me too.”

We lay in silence. I found myself drifting off to sleep. Struggled to stay awake, to hold onto this moment, to hold onto her. 

The last time I looked at her, right before I fell asleep, I saw that her eyes were still open. Staring out at nothing, lost in thought.

I wanted to ask her what she was thinking, to squeeze her close, but exhaustion claimed me, and I slipped away into nothingness.

 

Chapter 31

 

 

 

We were all up early. Hard to tell, but it felt like pre-dawn. With only a couple of lanterns lit, it even looked right in the small complex. Emma was brittle and nervous, smiling reflexively whenever one of the girls touched her shoulder or murmured a word of encouragement, but mostly just focused on nibbling on the breakfast Valeria had prepared.

Conversation was disjointed, the mood muted. We were all aware of Neveah’s empty chair. Little Meow appeared just as we were finishing up, a basket of greens hanging from one arm, giving us a little wave but moving right up to Emma to hug her tight.

“I’ll be with you the whole time, all right?” She pulled back to squeeze both of Emma’s hands. “You might feel alone in there, but you’ll have friends by your side here at all times.”

“That really helps,” said Emma, smiling bravely. “Thank you. I won’t forget that.”

“We ready?” I stood up and placed my empty plate over Emma’s.

“You can leave the tidying up to us,” said Valeria. “We’ll have plenty of time while you’re under.”

“All right, sure.” I knew there was room for a joke there, but couldn’t be bothered to think of one. “Ready Emma?”

“Yes? No? Maybe?” Her smile was pure nervousness. “I can’t believe the moment is finally here.”

“Come on then,” I said, taking her hand. “Let’s get it over with.”

We’d agreed this time that Emma and I would strip ahead of time to prevent the girls from having to undress us, so we went to my little room, got naked, all elbows and sharp breaths in the gloom, bumping into each other, and then lay down, pulling the blanket up to our chins.

“Ready!” I called, which was silly, because everyone here had seen me naked by now, but even so. 

Imogen came in and knelt beside us. “I’ll guide you in. Emma, all you need to do is emerge into Noah’s reservoir, all right? We’ll take it from there.”

A tight nod from Emma.

“Um, Noah?” Little Meow stood in the doorway. “I’ve been thinking. I’ve a finite amount of power to expend each day. And given how bad your last experience was, I think - well - maybe I should save my healing for the worst wounds, you know? Not use it up front on regular cuts and stuff. Just, like…”

“Like when I get stabbed through the chest?” I asked.

“Yes! Which’ll be tough, but - yeah. OK? Doesn’t mean I don’t like you. Just that I want to be sure I have enough juice for when it counts.”

“Makes sense. Thank you, Little Meow.”

She cocked her head to one side, hair sliding over, and gave me a peace sign.

I laughed. “Where’d you learn that?”

“Me,” said Emma. “I’ve promised to take Little Meow to Times Square if she ever visits our home. But that’s for another time. Ready, Imogen?” And Emma closed her eyes.

I studied her profile for a moment, then looked past Imogen to where the others were clustered in the doorway. Brielle blew me a kiss. Valeria made a fist and gave it a slight shake in solidarity. 

Down into my reservoir I went, just in time to see Emma emerge from her portal, tentative, spirit body glowing with her muted light. Then Imogen came through, and we all floated together, taking each other’s hands.

All right. Imogen’s voice was amazingly calm. Here we go. Hold on.

And for the fifth and last time she led us toward the heart of the manifold, out of my reservoir and over its spherical massiveness, to dive down amidst the chromatic clouds, faster and faster, shearing down cliffs of roiling color, avoiding the danger zone with ease, till at last the small island appeared below us.

I couldn’t help it. Dread washed through me at the sight of the grass, the archway, the Guardian. Like a Pavlovian response, my stomach tightened and my throat closed up. 

Nothing for it now. Had to be brave for Emma. 

We landed, moved forward, Emma looking all around in wonder. It’s… so much more beautiful than I imagined.

I guess it is, I said, having ceased to see the beauty long ago. Turned to the Guardian. May we pass?

Begin your fifth and final trial, said the Guardian, his voice rolling forth. 

Here we go. My stomach roiled with acid, my pulse was racing, my mind scrambling. Together, Emma and I stepped up to the archway and considered the gold fire within.

Ready? I asked.

Emma stared at it, biting her lower lip, then gave a slow nod. Just as I was about to step forward, she turned and kissed me, hard.

Good luck, she said.

Let’s make our own, I said. Raised a hand in parting to Imogen, and then together we stepped through the portal.

 

* * *

 

I was floating. No sense of my body. Just… a conscious mind in a great, white space. Peace. Stillness. My own awareness slowly stealing in. Coming from a far away place, like a tide rolling in from the horizon across an interminable beach. The sound of my breath, the slow inhalation, the even slower exhale. 

Beeps. Muted, regular. Electronic. 

Distant voices. Muted, as if heard through a door. Not upset. Not screaming. Just talking.

Sensation. The blossoming of proprioception. My body, still and silent. Sheets against my skin, fabric slightly rough, as if heavily starched. 

White light. I blinked, turned my head. A firm pillow. Narrowed my eyes, trying to make out what I was looking at.

A window. Plastic horizontal blinds. The sky outside, summer blue, peerless, not a cloud in sight. 

I stared for a long while, trying to understand what I was looking at. Blue sky. Why did it feel like forever since I’d seen the like? 

My vision was still blurry. I turned my head. I was in a room, small, a TV in the upper right corner, machinery around me, chrome railings on the bed. An IV in my arm. A door to a bathroom, a pale green curtain hanging from curved tracks along the ceiling, blocking my line of sight to the source of the voices.

“What the…?” I lifted my arm, staring at the IV. I felt so weak. My arm looked weird. The muscle was all gone. My elbow knobbly, the biceps stringy, the skin pale as I’d ever been.

I tried to sit up, got dizzy. The beeping on the monitor panel beside my bed changed cadence. 

“Where…” I couldn’t get my thoughts right. Something was missing. I patted at my hip, but didn’t quite know why. Shouldn’t something have been belted there? 

The curtain whisked aside, and a black lady in nurses’ scrubs stepped up, face open with surprise and delight. She smiled warmly, an expression of genuine delight.

“Well, good morning, Mr. Noah. Welcome back to the world. How are you feeling?”

“I… the world?” I tried to sit up again. “Where am I?”

“OhioHealth District Hospital,” she said, taking my hand in her warm one, her smile seeming to encompass the world. “You gave us all quite a scare. Hold on. Your father should be back in a moment.”

“My… father?”

“Mmmhmm. Your parents have been watching you in shifts. Now that’s devotion, I tell you. You’re a lucky guy, having parents like that.”

I heard the sound of someone running. And knew, in my hearts of heart, who that was. The sound grew closer, and my dad burst into the room, panting for breath, eyes lit up with tears, grinning like I’d never seen, to rush to my side and bury me in a hug.

“My boy,” he said, face buried in my neck, his mustache scratching my skin. And oh god, it felt good. His scent of pipe tobacco and just - him. He held me tight, then with a gasp pulled back and beamed at me. “There you are. I knew you’d come back. I told them. You’re too strong to be kept down. And I was right.”

“Dad?” My voice reflected my confusion. “What’s going on?”

“What’s going on? You’ve been in a coma, a ‘minimally conscious state’ as the doctor called it, for two months now. Two months! I can’t believe it.”

The nurse squeezed my dad’s shoulder and moved to some of the screens to start checking the readings. “The doctor will be here shortly,” she said. “Enjoy yourselves.”

“Minimally…?” My mind felt trapped in molasses. 

“Yes, MCS they called it. You’d open your eyes, track us as we walked across the room, sometimes squeeze our hands, have brain function when we said your name and so forth. But that was about it.” He grabbed a chair and pulled it to my bedside. “Doctor Livingstone said there was a chance you’d wake up, but the longer you went without doing so, the worse your chances got. But here you are.” Again he beamed at me, and then he actually slapped his forehead in that comical manner of his. “Your mother! I’ve got to tell her! She’ll kill me if she -” He dug his phone out of his pocket, held up a finger, and pressed a speed dial button.

Again I patted my hip. What the hell? Why did I keep thinking I should have a… a sword? Why would I…?

Shard.

The name came to me. My sword. Shard. That’s what it was called. I got it in Bastion, where I passed the Five Trials. Where I met Imogen and Valeria, Brielle and Neveah. So much came flooding back, but it was like upending a sack of toys, everything crashing out with no order, no rhyme or reason.

“… I know! Get over here, Livingstone’s not come yet, he just woke up -”

I closed my eyes. Frowned. Tried to sink into my reservoir.

Nothing. 

Felt my dad take my hand again. “You all right, Noah? Need to rest?”

“No, I’m fine… just…” I stared at his face. A face so familiar it hurt. His wireless glasses balanced on his round nose, his balding head, the eager smile. “Where’s Emma? What happened?”

“Freak accident at the Greyhound station,” he said. “I’m not sure I should bring it up…?” And he glanced at the nurse.

“Go ahead, Gary.”

Gary? I guess I’d been here for two months. Long enough for my dad to get to know the nurses. 

“A car plowed into the bus Emma was about to board. Terrible. People were killed, and you were knocked unconscious. Emma’s fine. But you just didn’t… wake up. We couldn’t find any damage to your brain, but… yeah. It’s been a long two months. I’m so relieved, Noah! And you’re talking, you’re yourself, all of which is fantastic.”

A severe-looking lady entered the room, dressed in a doctor’s coat and wheeling along a laptop on a portable stand.

“Good morning, Noah.” Her smile was stiff, as if she knew it was expected but didn’t come naturally to her. “How wonderful! How are you feeling?”

“Confused,” I said. “Um. Awake?”

“Humor, that’s good.” She smiled stiffly at my dad who had risen to his feet. “You’ve been in what is called a Minimally Conscious State following an accident. Now, I can immediately tell that you’ve retained most of your mental faculties, but we’ll want to run some tests to make sure everything is as it should be.” She switched on her stiff smile, switched it off. “You were having some very vivid dreams before. Seemed very focused on some rather unorthodox ideas. How are you feeling now? Do you know where you are?”

“The hospital,” I said. “What kind of ideas did I have before?”

“Something out of one of your fantasy novels,” said my dad, patting my hand soothingly. “It’s normal. There’s a lot of confusion with all this.”

“It was some high level stuff!” The nurse smiled at me again. “Very interesting. You had a sword, and were traveling the universe fighting evil… sounded very Flash Gordon to me.”

The doctor’s smile grew stiffer. “Let’s keep the conversation focused. Now, do you know what year it is?”

“Sure,” I said, and answered all her questions. But my mind was tumbling, tumbling, and only now did I really feel like I was waking up. Was this my latest test, then? Was the manifold trying to convince me that Bastion and all the rest of it had never happened?

And lying there in my hospital gown under those heavily laundered sheets, my dad holding my hand, the doctor droning different questions at me and tapping them into her computer, I suddenly felt a moment of supreme doubt: had it all been a dream? A coma-induced fantasy? Was I really the savior of the universe, with four beautiful women from alien planets working with me to defeat Lilith…?

For an achingly terrible moment that seemed to stretch out to infinity, I just didn’t know. When I stepped back and thought of it that way, it seemed… really, really improbable, to put it lightly.

But no. This was just another test from the manifold. I couldn’t deny what I’d lived through these past months. 

Just another test.

“Where’s Emma?” I asked my dad, ignoring the doctor’s last question.

“Emma? New York.” He winced. “She stayed three weeks. Was here every day. But when it looked less and less likely that you’d wake up, her parents insisted she continue with her plans. We promised we’d tell her when you woke up. When we get home, you can call her, if you like. She’ll be thrilled.”

“Sure,” I said, settling back. God, my body felt weak. I felt on the verge of losing my breath at a moment’s notice. “Sure, thanks.”

The rest of the afternoon passed by in a blur. My mother arrived and near drowned me in tears. Nurses stopped by to congratulate my parents. The doctor finished her tests, and I guess I passed, because she agreed to release me to my parents’ care that evening unless they wanted me to be monitored a moment longer.

They stepped out of my room to discuss, and I could hear my mother’s strident refusals. Guess the doctor wanted more tests. But she came rushing back in, face crumpling with emotion, and didn’t stray from my side till I was finally allowed to dress in my old clothing and wheelchaired out of the hospital.

But the whole time I felt distracted. My thoughts were roiling. How did I know I was the savior? I mean, how could I prove it? To myself, even? My body was that of someone who hadn’t moved in months. My scars were all gone. I had no access to magic. 

Emma. 

That was how. If she was in the manifold with me, she’d be in the same boat. The moment I got her on the phone, we’d be able to talk like I’d done with Brielle and Valeria, with Neveah and Imogen. 

So I dressed as if in a dream, putting on my old jeans, my old Rock the Vote shirt, my worn out tennis shoes. Everything so familiar, so weird. My wallet. My phone, though it was cracked now, the battery dead.

“Mom, can I charge this in the car?”

“The wire’s at home, honey.” She ruffled my hair. “A few hours back and you already want to go on the Facebook?”

“It’s Facebook, Mom,” I said. “Not ‘the’ Facebook.”

Her eyes twinkled. “I know. I’m just messing with you.”

Which felt so normal. So real. The hospital insisted on escorting me out in a wheelchair, which I was secretly glad for, and then there was my dad’s wood-paneled station wagon, idling at the curb, my dad grinning from behind the wheel. 

My mother fussed me into the back seat, and then insisted on telling me everything I’d missed as we drove home. I listened enough to answer where appropriate, but mostly just stared out the window.

The hospital was a good half hour from Ruddock, which didn’t have one of its own, so we road the interstate a ways, then took our exit and suddenly my whole life was back before my eyes.

Familiar buildings, the tiny downtown, the massive sky overhead, the railroad bumping under the tires as we drove over it.

All so familiar. As real as the cracked leather back seat under my hand, the fragmenting rubber ridge that sealed the bottom of the window.

My mother started getting congratulatory calls as we drove into our old neighborhood, which luckily gave me a break from her updates about my friends, where they’d gone for the summer, all the letters and flowers I’d received, the prayer circles she’d led every week, how she’d kept my room exactly as I’d left it, and so on.

And then there it was. 

My old house. 

The sight of it caused me to shiver. A single-story ranch-styled home that was mostly shades of brown, hidden behind manicured hedges and with the new mailbox out front, the old one having been backed over by Emma one night. She’d been completely sober, had been laughing at something Michael and I’d been doing in the back seat, had driven right into it -

I shivered. So weird. 

My dad parked in the driveway, jumped out with an excess of energy and opened my door.

“You doing all right, tiger?”

That hadn’t been my nickname since eighth grade. Now it only made an appearance when he was worried for me.

“Doing great,” I said, extending my hand so he could haul me out.

“Go on,” said my mom, climbing out, hand over her phone’s speaker. “There’s food in the oven, your favorite. I put the pie in when I heard you were awake!”

“You left the oven running?” asked my dad, trying to fight back the disapproval in his voice.

“Yes, honey, I didn’t want him to have to wait when we got home, and the oven’s perfectly safe…”

It was all the excuse I needed to go inside, pushing open the old door my dad had rescued and refinished from the manor they’d demolished back when I was only six because of some flooding or whatever. Into the hallway, everything familiar, my home, even the smell, the family photos, the steps down the little formal living room at the front of the house. 

But I ignored it all, ran to my bedroom, closed the door. Ignored everything but my charger still plugged into the wall. Put it in my phone and stared, anxious as all hell, till the little battery symbol appeared.

Charging.

I managed to wait maybe a minute before turning it on. My mother called for me from the kitchen, and I heard my father say something in response, probably telling her to give me a minute.

My phone turned on. I keyed in the security code, then waited, anxiety levels rising, as the app icons appeared, then the weather bar at the top updated, and then -

I hit the Phone icon.

Emma was my first saved contact. I tapped her name, pressed the phone to my ear.

“Pick up,” I said. “Pick up.”

The phone rang once, twice, three times. My stomach started to sink, and then I heard the breathy laugh I knew so well as her recorded message kicked in.

“Hey!” How many times had I heard this voicemail? “This is Emma, you know what to do. Stop -” And then the beep.

“Hi, Emma.” I felt like a deer in headlights. “It’s me, Noah. Um. Call me as soon as you get this, yeah?”

I hung up.

Stared at the phone. People didn’t answer their calls all the time. It didn’t mean anything. 

Everything felt so… normal. And weird. At the same time. I could remember tickling Emma as she recorded that voicemail greeting, how she’d fallen over onto her bed elbowing me as she’d hung up. My room. The Prince poster on the wall, the D&D manuals and graphic novels in my bookcase. My old TV, my Xbox, the games stacked neatly beside it. 

All of it exactly as I remembered. So real, so tangible, so… mundane. 

It took real effort, sitting there, hand resting on the quilt my grandma had made for me the year before she passed to believe that I was Noah, savior of the universe, chosen of the Source, and number one foe of Lilith. 

“Noah?” My mom, from the kitchen. “You hungry? The doctor said to fatten you up!”

“Yeah, thanks,” I shouted back. 

“OK, I’m putting a cottage pie in the oven!”

“Great!”

A thin layer of dust covered everything. I rose and moved to my desk. Picked up the correspondence that had accumulated while I’d been in my coma. Credit card offers. Letters from the university. A score of get well envelopes. 

I didn’t want to engage with any of this. Being in my room was starting to freak me out, so I escaped, heading out into the living room where my dad had settled into his armchair, a beer in hand, glasses reflecting the TV screen. 

“Big game tonight,” he said. “Browns are playing the Patriots. I think we’ve got a real chance this time.”

“Oh yeah?” I knew what was expected of me. My dad was a die-hard Browns fan, and the more his team lost, the more he seemed to enjoy suffering for them. I was supposed to rib him, make him rise to their defense, but instead I simply collapsed onto the couch and stared at the pre-game chatter. “Cool.”

“Hmm.” I could feel his gaze on me. “Want a beer?”

“Harold!” My mother’s outrage was scalding. “He’s less than five hours out of a coma and you’re offering him alcohol?”

My dad shifted uncomfortably. “It’s a guy thing, you know. Welcoming him home.”

My dad had never offered me a beer before. It spoke volumes to how worried he was, how badly he wanted me to feel welcomed. “It’s cool, Dad. I’m good.”

Our family had never been the chatty kind. My dad tended to sit there, clearly wanting to find something to talk about, but not knowing what to say. My mother was happy to ignore us both, content as long as we were home. Most evenings revolved around watching TV or my disappearing into my room. So we just sat there in silence, listening to the analysts discuss the upcoming game, my dad chiming in occasionally with random factoids he’d memorized over the years about the players or the team’s history.

And I… felt numb. I didn’t want to think. To question. I just sat, staring at the screen, until halftime when my mother ordered us all to the table to eat the cottage pie. The meal was fine - one of the neighbors had made it shortly after the crash and it’d been in the freezer ever since - and my dad spent most of dinner watching the TV in the living room. My mother chattered on, happy to have an audience, and nobody seemed to really notice how withdrawn I was.

How silent.

Or if they did, perhaps they were being tactful about it. Patient. Giving me time.

I excused myself after dinner and called Emma again.

Voicemail. 

If she’d appeared in New York, she’d be wrestling with the same issues I was. But why wasn’t she calling? I called her parents, got her mother, and listened politely to her exclamations of relief and joy over my having recovered, until at last I could get a question in.

“Sorry, Mrs. Heaney, but have you heard from Emma? I’ve been trying to reach her today and just getting her voicemail.”

“That’s odd. She’s normally very good about answering the phone - the thing is practically glued to the side of her head, anyways. But no. I’ve not heard from her today. I’ll tell her you called, though, when I next speak to her.”

“Please.” I wanted to ask a dozen questions, about Emma, about what she was doing in New York, and so forth, but in the end asked the only important one. “Do you mind sharing her address? I’d like to send her a letter.”

“Of course!” No suspicion. We’d been friends all our lives, after all. “She’s in Brooklyn, a wonderful little apartment just north of Prospect Park. Here.” And she rattled off the address.

“Thank you,” I said. “Sounds like halftime’s over. Best get back to the game.”

“Go Browns!” I could hear the amusement in Mrs. Heaney’s voice. “I’m so glad you’re feeling better, Noah.”

“Thanks. Bye.”

On impulse I called Emma one more time, then returned to the couch to watch the Patriots continue demolishing the Browns, my father crying out in anguish and clutching at his head with every play. 

Something was up. Emma wasn’t going to answer the phone. I knew it, somehow. The manifold would keep us apart so that our normal lives could work best to grind us down. Which meant I had to go find her. Which meant taking a Greyhound to New York. How much cash did I have? I’d saved up a couple of thousand in my checking account. More than enough. 

I glanced at my dad, his face a mask of horror as the Patriots punched through the Browns’ defense and ran the ball down the field. Should I tell my parents of my plan? No. They’d never let me go, not so soon after emerging from a coma. 

Best to slip out tonight while they slept.

I punched up the Greyhound bus schedule. Thirty six dollars, one way. Last bus left at 10:05, arrived in Columbus just before midnight. Left for Newark at one in the morning, arrived at Port Authority at 4PM. The connection took me into New York at seven, but fuck it, I’d take a cab once I hit Newark. I navigated to a cab fare estimator. $65, including tip, about an hour. 

Which meant I’d be arriving at Emma’s just after five tomorrow afternoon. Perfect. If she allowed her life to sweep her to work, she’d be coming back home around then. 

I took a deep breath. 

Plan made. 

“I think I’m going to turn in,” I said, rising to my feet. “I’m feeling a little tired.”

“Sure, sure,” said my dad, bounding to his feet. “You feeling all right? Lightheaded?”

“Should we call the doctor?” asked my mother, rushing out of the kitchen. “She warned us that there was a slight chance of a relapse, that -”

“No, I’m fine. I promise.” I forced a smile. “Just a lot to process, you know?”

“Yeah, of course.” My dad’s smile was more a grimace. “And the Browns ain’t doing too hot. I understand not wanting to watch the last quarter.”

My mother followed me into my room, might have insisted on tucking me in if I’d let her, but I kissed her cheek, thanked her for the cottage pie, and closed the door.

Stood alone in my old bedroom, heart thudding. 

Stared at the old Prince poster Michael had bought me as a joke. 

I was the Savior of the universe. I wasn’t insane. This was just the manifold fucking with me.

I stuffed a couple of changes of clothes into my old school backpack, along with my phone charger, toothbrush, emergency cash, and a battered copy of Stephen King’s IT that I’d been rereading before the accident. Then I turned off the lights, got under the covers fully dressed, and waited.

The game finished. My dad went into the kitchen to complain to my mother. They talked for awhile, and then their voices grew subdued. Probably talking about me. I resisted the urge to go to the door and listen. Glanced at my bedside clock. Just past eight.

The station was about twenty minutes away by bike. I’d leave at 9:30 to be safe.

The TV channel changed. My dad always liked to watch 80s action movies after a bad Browns’ loss. Van Damme, Stallone, that kind of thing. The sound of muted machine gun fire and men shouting warnings to each other in Eastern European accents came through the door. My mother would join him on the couch about now to read her book. They usually turned in just after nine, but today they stayed up, perhaps because they were worried about me. 

Nine thirty rolled around. 

I crept out of bed, listened at the door. A car chase was taking place. 

Moved to my window, slid it open. Shouldered my backpack and slipped outside, down behind the ornamental bushes, closing the window carefully behind me, and then creeping down the side of my home to the freestanding garage, where I let myself in the side door to grab my bike.

Two minutes later I was pedaling away down the street, heart hammering, wanting to turn and look at my home as it fell away behind me, but not daring. I couldn’t breathe. For some reason I was terrified, stomach fluttering with anxiety, and my weak body was soon gasping and laboring as I made my way through town to the bus station.

I didn’t look back once. Felt that if I did I’d lose my nerve, would be ensnared by the web of normalcy and turn back. 

The bus station had been redone. Everything was new. Of course. The old one had been wrecked. Chrome, potted trees, and even a memorial to those who’d died in the freak accident. 

I bought my ticket. Avoided reading the details on the memorial. Waited, expecting my parents to come screeching up at any moment in the family car.

The Greyhound bus did instead. Wheezed to a stop, jerked down an inch, and then the pneumatic doors accordioned open and the driver got down, pulling the cap off his head as he ignored the suddenly attentive passengers to go into the station.

Passengers got off the bus. The driver came back out, helped them with their luggage. An assistant went in, walked down the aisle, grabbing garbage. The driver turned to the first in line, began punching tickets.

We edged forward.

I couldn’t stop staring down the street. Kept expecting headlights to swing around the corner of Patton Ave, my parents to appear, faces raw with concern. 

You’re not the savior of the universe, Noah, you’re our boy, what are you doing, oh god, where do you think you’re going -

My turn. The driver didn’t even glance at my face. Scanned my ticket, moved on. I climbed onboard, found an empty seat, scooted in by the window. 

That old bus smell. The rubber sealant along the base of the window pitted and crumbling. People murmuring to each other as they settled in. My backpack was on my lap. I saw a guy across the aisle plug his USB into a port under the seat, and quickly did the same. Glanced at my phone nervously. 

No messages from my family. 

A whole bunch from people I’d known before. Classmates, mostly, congratulating me. I ignored them all. Thought of calling Emma, decided not to.

We finally drove out. I watched the station recede behind us as we rumbled down Patton, past Flying ‘O’ Donut shop, past the Patton Diner, past the dark mass of Ruddock Middle School, a left on River Street, which led us down the long hill kids would use to sled in the depths of winter to the interstate.

Only when we left the on-ramp for the highway proper did I relax back into my seat, staring through my own reflection at the countryside speeding by.

I’d made it. 

Two hours to Columbus. 

Too wired to sleep, I stared numbly out at the world for a spell, and then dug out my copy of IT. Found my bookmark, cracked open the book, and did my best to ignore my doubts, my fears, as the bus rocked us all through the night. 

 

* * * 

 

About eighteen hours later the cab pulled up to Emma’s address in Brooklyn. I felt like something a cat had hawked up, my weakened body battered and poorly used, my eyes filled with sand, my mouth gamey. I’d slept poorly on the bus, the window vibrating beneath my bunched up sweater, so that when I stumbled out of the cab I felt as if I’d been on a two day drinking binge and was only now paying the price.

But the thought of seeing Emma buoyed my spirits. I handed the cab driver seventy bucks, hefted my backpack, and turned to stare up at Emma’s building.

Her street was nice. Broad sidewalks, the pavers buckled by tree roots, the trees themselves slender and growing to second-story height every dozen yards or so. Row houses swept down the block, their stoops identical, without front lawns, the windows large, the architecture ponderous and hearkening to a bygone era of New York’s history. Traffic was nonstop, music blasted from a window somewhere, and folks hustled by, staring through me, faces closed off and impersonal.

New York. 

I checked my phone. Six new missed calls from my mother. A bunch of texts. Nothing from Emma.

I climbed the stoop, raised my finger to press the little button next to her apartment number, then hesitated.

Drew my hand back and closed it into a fist.

What if she didn’t remember any of it? 

I turned and sat, staring out across the street. A woman was pushing a double-wide stroller along the buckled pavement, both kids crying, her face tight with displeasure. An old man was slowly making his way along with his walking stick, hunched over with an old school cap drawn over his ivory hair. A man strode by, talking animatedly into his phone, gesturing energetically as he did so.

It all seemed so normal. So real.

I took a deep breath. There was no question that I’d ring the bell. I just needed a moment to regroup. To tell myself that I really was the Savior. That my body lay in a Qlipothic sphere called Tagimron, and that this was all a test being held in the depths of a manifold at the behest of the Elegiac Enigma.I clutched my head. 

Why did I sound insane even to myself?

With a curse I rose, turned, and stabbed my finger at the black button.

A harsh buzz sounded.

Then nothing.

Of course she wouldn’t be home. Maybe she was missing. Maybe Emma had freaked out upon arriving and jumped on a bus home, and we’d passed each other in the night -

“Hello?”

I lurched forward. “Emma? It’s me, Noah!”

“Noah?” Confusion. “Wait. Noah Noah?”

“Yes!” Blood was rushing in my ears. I couldn’t breathe. I didn’t know what to say. Nothing was so vivid or distinct as the call panel from which her voice issued.

“Holy shit, I’m coming down!”

The door buzzed.

I pulled it open, stepped into a small antechamber or whatever, a second glass door before me. A narrow hallway beyond, black-and-white-checkered floor, bronze mailboxes to the right, staircase at the back, hugely framed doors -

Emma came running down the steps, eyes wide, and nearly tripped when she saw me.

It wasn’t her.

I knew it right away. She’d cut her hair, shaved the left half, turned the right into a diagonal slash that fell across her face. Wore black jeans, a shirt with a really wide neck so that it hung down off her shoulder. Was barefoot. Face pale with emotion.

I stood there, feeling awful, wanting to die, sure it wasn’t her, that this was a doppelganger, but needing to be wrong.

She yanked the second door open. “Noah? It really is you. Oh my god. Oh my god.”

And then she was hugging me, her arms so familiar, her smell, holding me close, and I couldn’t move, because it was the wrong kind of shock, it was the kind of shock you felt when your best friend comes out of a coma, not when you see the only sane person in a universe gone mad.

She pulled back, “You look…”

“Like I just came out of a coma?”

“You’ve lost, what, like thirty pounds? What are you doing here? Why didn’t you call? Did you take a bus? When did you wake up?”

“I… I came to see you. You weren’t answering the phone. I called like, a hundred times.”

“Shit. I left my phone in the back seat of a cab yesterday morning. I’m fighting with insurance to get a new one for free. Of all the freaking - never mind, get in here!”

She pulled me into the lobby, then took my hand and led me up the stairs. “You look like a ghost! I stayed for weeks after the accident, but the doctor said there was no guarantee you’d wake up, and my opportunity here in New York was going to disappear, so I left, but it killed me to go.”

We reached the second floor. Her door stood wide open, and she pulled me inside, down a weirdly long hallway with no doors decorated with all kinds of posters, and into a small living room.

Red couch, flatscreen TV on a stand, two windows looking out to a busy street, art on the walls, archway to a kitchen, two closed doors.

“Holy shit, Noah. You’re back.” Emma hugged me tightly again.

I couldn’t breathe.

“You don’t remember,” I said.

“Remember?” She pulled back. “Remember what?”

“I…” My throat was closing up. It was her, but it wasn’t her. Emma, the girl I’d loved all my life, the Emma who’d have been if we’d not been sucked into Bastion, the Emma who didn’t love me, not in that way. “Do you - does the word Tagimron mean anything to you?”

“Tagimron?” Bafflement. Then, caution. “Oh. Those dreams you were having. This part of that?”

I felt like I was floundering, being pulled under by quicksand. “Dreams?”

“Yeah.” She pulled me down onto the red couch. “Your mom told mine that you were raving for awhile. Kept talking to people who weren’t there, thrashing around and stuff. The doctor said it was because of the accident. Your brain had been damaged, the part that stops you from acting out your dreams while in REM was impaired, or something. Something about neurotransmitters.”

“Oh,” I said. I felt like a bowling ball had been dropped into my stomach. “What kind of stuff was I saying?”

Emma shook her head slowly. “Weird stuff, man. About your traveling to another place, or places, and fighting, and Lilith, which was weird, because I’ve only ever known that name from Lilith Fair, but apparently it’s also biblical… you’d have these periods of lucidity where you’d get really upset. Insist you were the savior or something. It really upset everyone.”

“Oh,” I said again. 

“Do you…” She eyed me carefully. “I mean, you don’t really believe that, right?”

“Of course not,” I said, forcing a smile. “Of course not.”

“Oh good.” She didn’t sound convinced, but then I saw her decide to let it go. “So! You’re here! For how long? And you just woke up? And you came right to see me? That’s so sweet, Noah.” And she leaned forward to hug me again.

And I remembered that the last thing I said to her before the accident was that I loved her, and that she shouldn’t go, and that she no doubt was remembering that, too.

“Yeah,” I said again. My thoughts were scrambled. My body felt so weak.

“You feel hot,” she said, pulling back. “Are you feeling feverish?”

“A little,” I said. “It’s… I mean, it was a long bus ride out here.”

“That’s crazy that you came out here like this. I can’t believe your mother let you go so soon - wait. Does your mom know you’re here?”

I looked away.

“You came here without telling them?”

“I… I wanted to see you,” I said, but couldn’t explain it now without sounding even more insane.

“Fuck, Noah. Did you at least tell them you were coming here? No? You’ve got to call them.”

The walls were closing in on me. I couldn’t breathe. Emma’s gaze was boring into my own, a terrible mixture of pity and sympathy.

“Yeah, I’d better call them,” I said, standing up. The room swayed a little. “I’ll do that right now.”

“OK,” said Emma, looking up at me.

I had to get out. The walls were undulating, my pulse was racing, my stomach was filled with acid. “Just a moment,” I said, heading to one of the doors and yanking it open. 

Kitchen.

“Noah? Where you going?”

“I gotta take a piss like you wouldn’t believe,” I said, moving to the other closed door. Beyond it lay a white-tiled bathroom, a line of black tile ringing the walls at shoulder height. I pulled the door shut behind me, locked it, then leaned over the porcelain sink, staring at my reflection in the pitted mirror.

“C’mon, c’mon,” I said to my gaunt, pale face. “Get it together. Get it the fuck together!”

But my heart wouldn’t stop racing. I couldn’t catch my breath. The only thing about my face that remained the same were my eyes. I leaned forward, staring deep into them, till my brown irises seemed to loom large before everything, striated and freckled. 

This was it. The end of the line. I’d nowhere else to go. With Emma lost to me, with no magic, no Shard, no scars, there was nothing left to prove that my insane experiences from the past few months were real.

Nothing to prove I wasn’t certifiably insane.

“Noah?” Emma’s concern bled through the door. “You OK? Want me to call your parents?”

“Just one sec,” I called back. 

There had to be a way to prove it. Prove I wasn’t mad. That these memories weren’t the delusions of a raving comatose victim who’d played too much D&D growing up.

But what?

For the first time I wished I had my scars. Even the boot of twisted white tissue that encased my foot. Anything to prove the lacerations across my soul were real. That I’d survived the horrors I’d been through to get to this shitty little bathroom.

And then it came to me: I’d only survived due to Little Meow’s healing. And if I wasn’t insane, then she was right beside my body in Tagimron, ready to keep me alive.

Maybe I should save my healing for the worst wounds, you know?

No fucking around, then. 

I opened Emma’s cabinet, found her razor, but, of course, it was embedded in a mass of violet and white soft rubber, making it impossible to cut my wrists or anything. Stab myself in the eye with her toothbrush? Bash my head against the edge of the sink?

Fuck. 

I opened the door. Emma stepped back, sweeping back her new haircut nervously. 

“Noah?”

“Just a moment,” I said, striding past her into the kitchen. “Need a big knife. You got a big knife?”

“You need a knife to… go to the bathroom?”

“Yeah,” I said, opening one drawer, then the next. “Pissing’s gotten real complicated for me ever since the accident.”

There. A chef’s knife with a wooden handle. I snatched it up, walked past Emma again, pulled the door closed only to stop with an inch remaining. 

“Wish me luck,” I said, then yanked the door closed altogether.

Turned back to the mirror, knife in hand. Deep breath. All right. Something that’ll get Little Meow’s attention but which doesn’t kill me too quickly if she’s stepped away to the bathroom. 

I held the knife up. Stab myself in the thigh? No, probably not intense enough. Gut wound? 

I hesitated. God, I didn’t want to stab myself in the stomach. But that wouldn’t kill me right away. I didn’t think. Were there major arteries in there? Had to be. But it was better than cutting my throat or slashing open my wrist.

Right?

“Fuck,” I said again, staring at my gaunt visage. “OK. Samurai did this all the time, right? Seppuku-style. Just… in… and across. No, not across. Just in. Right here.”

I pulled up my shirt and touched the tip of the blade to my stomach. I was scrawny as all get out; little more than protruding ribs; stretched, sallow skin. 

“OK. Count of three. Not too deep. Just… not in the liver. Or the kidneys. Or the stomach. Big intestine. OK. One.”

I looked at my reflection once more. My eyes were wild, my face alien. Was I mad? I mean, by all accounts, this was what mad people did, right? Stab themselves in the gut so as to return to being the Savior of the universe? 

“Don’t think about that,” I said. “You’re cool. You’re just… proving… that you have an invisible cat-masked buddy waiting to heal you of a mortal gut wound. It’s cool. It’s cool.”

Another shaky breath. I adjusted my grip on the knife. If I was wrong? I’d probably die. 

But… perhaps my true insanity was that I would rather risk it then live in this world, this shadow of a reality devoid of the meaning, the love, the friendship I’d developed traveling with my companions. 

My breathing stilled.

I’d rather die than give up Imogen and Brielle, Valeria and Neveah. The Emma I’d come to know. 

The purpose I’d been imbued with. 

The holy mission. 

I’d rather die than go back to being Noah Kilmartin of Ruddock, Ohio. Whose future held little more than joining my dad’s firm. 

One last breath, and then I slammed the blade deep into my gut.

At first I felt nothing, and then pain spasmed through me, causing me to jerk forward over the sink. The pain was terrible, hot and wet and searing through me, as if a heated poker had been ground into my core. Blood spattered on the tiles.

I looked down at myself. The knife had gone in perhaps three inches before sliding back out. Bad cut. Already my clothing was sopping and dark with blood. 

My strength, already limited, began to seep out of me. Lightheaded, knees going weak, I fought the urge to sit. 

“C’mon, Little Meow,” I said through gritted teeth. “Any day now.”

“Noah? Noah!” Emma’s voice was frantic. The door knob rattled. “What are you doing? Fuck, I’m going to open this door -”

Footsteps racing away.

My blood was shockingly red against the porcelain of the sink, but the pain, though bad, wasn’t overwhelming. 

Or - no. It was pretty fucking bad, but somehow it didn’t rock me like it should. I grimaced and forced myself to stand up straight. My tolerance was getting pretty high, I guessed. 

And then the cut healed. 

And precipitated a change all over me - my face filled out, my skin lost its ghoulish pallor, muscle swelled over my frame, strength filled me with fell potential. I felt scar tissue whisper across my body like some form of armor, and my hair grew ragged and longer, my face stubbled and hard. 

I was myself again, having put on something close to a hundred pounds of muscle. 

A deep breath and I laughed, flipped the knife around so that I caught it in a reverse, stabbing grip. 

“Now we’re talking,” I said, all doubts, all fears, leaving me at once.

The knob jiggled, turned, and Emma shoved the door open only to freeze, eyes wide in shock.

I didn’t blame her. The floor and sink were coated in gore.

“Hey Emma,” I said, voice deeper, edged with rough humor and purpose.

“N-Noah?” She took a faltering step back. “You - how - what -?”

I grinned at her, stepped forward, and took her chin between my bloody fingers. Looked deep into those familiar eyes. “I told you. It’s complicated. But god damn I can’t wait to find the real you.”

And riding a wave of endorphins, triumph, and testosterone, I leaned in to kiss her, hard. 

She let out a little mmph! of alarm, broke free of my grip, and plastered herself against the far wall.

“Now, how to find the real Emma?” I stepped back into the bathroom. Stared in the mirror again. “She’s here, somewhere. Lost like I was.”

Something. Instinct, perhaps. Intuition. This whole world was a twisted reflection of what could have been. Symbolic. Designed to break me down. But there was no room here for Emma. 

She was in her own version of this hell. 

Her own reflection of what could have been.

Certainty arose within me. And I’d progressed far enough down my own path to not question it. 

I lashed out with my fist, smashing it into the mirror. 

Shards of glass shattered forth, cascaded down into the sink, and everything changed.

 

Chapter 32

 

 

 

Two mirrors appeared before my eyes. One shattered, the other not. I heard Emma calling out in distress through the open bathroom door, and then she disappeared. Flickered back into view, translucent, only to fade away when I frowned and focused on the empty hallway alternative.

I was between two worlds. Two versions of the same place. With some effort the shattered mirror came back into view, then I sent it away, slipping into what had to be my Emma’s reality. 

Good. 

Rolling my head about so that my neck popped several times, I emerged from the bathroom into the familiar living room. Red couch, flatscreen TV, all the same.

My Emma was there, seated in an open window upon the ledge just outside it, one knee drawn up, smoking a cigarette, staring out at the street below in obvious consternation.

Relief blossomed within my chest, so fierce that it stole my breath. The sight of her, the woman I’d traveled, fought with, and made love to over the past few months, was enough to stop me in my tracks. 

“Emma,” I said.

No response. She took another drag from her cigarette, grimaced, then exhaled a plume of smoke that curtained up before her face. 

“Emma. Hey. Can you hear me?” I moved toward her. Nothing. Reached out to touch her shoulder, and my hand passed through her. 

Damn. 

Her cell phone rang, and I saw her grimace deepen as she looked down at where it lay by her hip. As if it were a scorpion, something distasteful. Finally, with a sigh, she took it up.

“Hey Andy.”

I could barely hear the muffled voice on the other side.

“I know. I appreciate your patience. But I… I’m just waiting to make sure.”

The voice sounded exasperated.

“Sure of what? I don’t know. I’m sorry. It’s hard to explain.”

Muffled words.

“I know. I appreciate that.”

Muffled words.

“I don’t expect them to wait forever.”

The words came at length, and Emma’s frown deepened as she listened. Cars cruised by below. Wind stirred the treetops before her. She took another drag from her cigarette, exhaled, eyes narrowed.

The manifold was working on her. 

All right. I’d broken through into her version. Now to find a way to communicate. Casual talking wasn’t cutting it. 

So.

I sat on the living room rug, crossed my legs, and inhaled deeply. Closed my eyes, and stared out into that velvety crimson darkness. No reservoir, but that was fine. I wanted to sink into my own power, the essence of whom I was. The manifold could block me from my magic, but it couldn’t sever my connection to the Source. I focused on my breath, tuning out Emma’s voice, and then, emerging from the gloom, those twin owl eyes appeared, vast and indifferent, predatory and piercing.

There you are, I said, a sensation of fond amusement passing through me. Bastard. Thought I’d lost you.

The eyes gazed down at me. Observing me. Acknowledging me and little more.

All right. Time for my power play.

Emma, I thought, visualizing her within her sanctum, and saying out loud at the same time, “Emma.”

“…the gallery will have to - wait. What? Noah?”

I opened my eyes. Emma had sat bolt upright, was staring about the living room wildly. Still not seeing me.

“Noah?”

Maintaining my composure, my connection to my truest self, I thought at her once more even as I spoke, “You’re not mad. I’m here with you.”

She hung up the phone and swung her legs into the living room. “Noah?” Her eyes filled with tears. “You’re here? Where? I haven’t - it’s been -”

“It’s all right,” I said, focusing on projecting the words to her as well as simply saying them. “I know it’s been a bitch. But I’m here. You can’t see me, but I can see you.”

Her face crumpled into relief and raw emotion. “Oh god. It’s been fucking brutal, Noah. I’ve been - everything’s been making me feel like I was going crazy, and when I called you in Ruddock, they told me you’d died in the accident -”

“Just the manifold. It almost got me, too. But now we need to get the fuck out of here.”

The door down the hall opened and a young man entered, nonchalant, pocketing his keys and turning to smile at Emma. 

My heart stuttered, crumpled, as if some cruel god had reached into my chest and casually crushed it in their fist.

Tousled black hair. That million-dollar shit-eating grin that had gotten him out of so much trouble. Eyes alive with humor. His old leather jacket, elbows so scuffed he’d patched them himself. 

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t move. Emma was frozen like a deer in headlights. 

“Hey babe,” said Michael, shucking his jacket and hanging it on a peg. “You didn’t go to the office today?”

No. 

I wanted to shrink back against the wall, disappear into it. My heart was pounding, throbbing, wounded, like a dog that’s been clipped by a car and is now trying desperately to crawl off the remainder of the lane, dragging itself toward the curb as another car comes barreling its way.

“Michael,” said Emma weakly. 

“We all know I’m dead,” said Michael, voice gentle, expression softening with compassion. “We all know that this isn’t real. There’s no point in pretending.” He walked down the length of the hall, approaching us with the inevitability of a landslide. “But here I am. Summoned forth by your guilt. Your shame. Your love.”

“I can’t do this,” said Emma, rising to her feet, shaking her head sharply. “Noah?”

“He’s here,” said Michael, flicking his glance over at me. “And I’m sure he’ll speak up soon enough. But I’ve got just one thing to say to you first, Emma. This is your trial. To pass it, you need to stare me in the eyes and tell me with all your heart that you don’t wish this -” and he gestured at the apartment, the city beyond it, everything, “that you don’t wish this hadn’t happened. That you don’t miss me. Don’t still wish I’d avoided that accident. That we’d gone to New York together. Started this life, rented this apartment, made a go of it.”

He didn’t even sound mad. Or accusatory. In his voice I heard love, sadness, a wistful maturity for what could have been.

Emma’s eyes were glazed over.

“I can see into your soul, Emma.” Michael stepped up to stand before her. “I don’t blame you. I was dead. You had to survive. Noah’s the best. I’m even happy for you. But in your heart. Deep, deep down. You know this would never have happened if I’d not died. You know you’d never have loved Noah in this way if I’d stayed in the picture.”

Emma tried to speak, failed.

Michael reached out and took her hands in his own. “I don’t blame you. Noah, some. I never expected him to forget me so quick. To pivot so fast into trying to get into your pants.” He looked sidelong at me. “Not cool, bro.”

His words were like chisel blows, hammer strikes at my heart. “No,” I protested. “It wasn’t like that. I was her friend first and foremost. I only told her I loved her when she was about to leave -”

Michael shook his head. “We know better. But it doesn’t matter.” He turned back to Emma. “What matters is what’s in your heart. It’s been a long journey to falling in love with Noah. A long journey away from me. But right now, right here, you have to tell me the truth. If you could reverse everything. If you could prevent that accident. Would you rather have continued your life with me, or allowed Noah to seduce you?”

I had to get my shit together. This was the manifold. Just the manifold. But the violation. It was like having a cellar door I’d padlocked closed in the depths of my soul blown wide open. To see Michael. So perfectly alive, so confident, so vibrant, so at ease. It hurt. Hurt in a way that went far beyond this test. This trial. It was a true violation.

Tears brimmed in Emma’s eyes, spilled and ran down her cheeks.

“God, I love you,” she said, voice broken. “I’ll always love you, Michael. You were my first love. The way you died. It was so unfair. For your life to be ended like that. When you were still so young.”

I couldn’t breathe. Couldn’t speak. 

“Of course I love you. Of course I wish you’d lived. How could I not?” She smiled at him. “You were my best friend, my everything. But you died. Everything we could have been died with you.”

“Emma,” began Michael, but she shook her head, cutting him off.

“No. I’m sorry. You’ve hurt me badly, appearing like this, but you’ve shot wide of the mark, manifold. I can see why you tried this. But I think it shows you don't really understand love. It’s not binary. And this, my love for Michael, it can’t be used as a weapon. I can love Michael, I can grieve for what could have been, but I can also love Noah. My love for him is different, but it’s just as true, and if anything, it’s even more real than what I had with Michael. Maybe in time my relationship with Mike could have grown to rival this, but it didn’t have that time, and that’s its tragedy. But I have had that time with Noah. I’ve seen him grow into someone I can truly love. With all my heart. No reservations. Not any longer.”

She brought Michael’s fingers to her lips and kissed them. “I miss you, Mike. But you’re gone, and I’m still here, and I love Noah. And as much as it hurts me to see you now, it’s also a good thing.”

“A good thing?” Michael narrowed his eyes. “I don’t understand.”

“I know you don’t. But the real Michael would have. He’d have been happy for me. For us. Because seeing you now brings me joy, painful as it is. Seeing you now makes me appreciate what I have with Noah. It’s like a final liberation from my last doubts. I can finally say goodbye. Put you to peace. And dedicate myself to Noah, to our mission, to our life, our future.”

Michael let go of her hands, stepped back, the gleam in his eyes going flat. 

“Goodbye, Michael.” She stretched out her hand to me. “I’ll always love you.”

My throat was so tight I could barely breathe. I stepped over to Emma and took her hand, my flesh solid at last. She interlaced her fingers with mine, squeezed them tight. We stared at Michael, who was losing definition, his vibrancy fading, his figure growing hazy and indeterminate.

“Goodbye, Michael,” I whispered. “I miss you, brother. I love you. And I’m sorry it’s taken me this long to say it.”

A wind seemed to blow through the apartment, and Michael blew away, fading into dark whorls and then was no more. A knot rose up in my throat as I realized I’d never see him again. He was truly gone, and Emma and I were alone at last.

She turned to me, face upturned. No words. Just stars falling endlessly in her eyes, her lips parted, and I knew that nothing stood between us any longer. I leaned down to kiss her, feeling such pain, such raw loss, such tender love -

And everything vanished. 

I found myself floating above the small island of grass beneath the roiling skies, Emma before me, the Guardian to one side. 

The circle in her brow shone gold. 

I stared at her, stunned, then pulled her into a tight embrace. Held her as if she were the last real thing in the universe, held her so tight we slowly spun in place, my face buried in her neck, tears burning in my eyes. 

We did it, I said at last.

We did. She pulled back and smiled, the expression given depth by her pain. I never thought I’d be grateful to the manifold, but somehow… I am. 

Me too. It’s like you said. It miscalculated. 

Yeah. Guess it’s limited in some ways. There was no doubt about what I had to do, but until you showed up I felt paralyzed, frozen by Michael’s return, the vision of that future.

I wish I could say the same. For me… there were definitely some moments where I questioned my sanity. It tried to make me think all this was a dream.

I can see that. Emma smiled at me. It hit you right where it hurts most, right? You’ve always been about your dreams, your fantasies, your roleplaying games. To tell you this was all just another dream… that had to be devastating. 

Fucking manifold, I said. 

Fucking manifold, Emma agreed.

Ready to go tell the others? I grinned at her. That’s the last fucking time we’ll have to enter this place. We’re done! Goodbye, Tagimron!

Smooth sailing from here on out, said Emma.

Nothing but cruising to the finish line.

Let’s do it.

I leaned in and kissed her, then turned to the Guardian. Ready.

He stirred to life, bowing his great craggy head. Good luck, my dear, dear friends. And despite my apparent limitations, I’ve a delectable final surprise awaiting you.

I frowned, taken aback by the Guardian’s arch tone, and then the island, archway, and roiling clouds disappeared, to be replaced by a low-vaulted ceiling, filthy with dusty webs which hung curtain-like from the moldy bricks.

I lay on a stone slab. My wrists were manacled to bolts embedded in the stone. Ankles similarly bound. 

I grunted, reflexively jerked my wrists, but to no avail. Reached for my power, but found nothing there - only to realize a collar was wrapped around my neck. 

Fuck - anti-magic.

A woman leaned against the wall beside me, an anti-magic collar about her neck from which a chain hung, its far end terminating in an iron plate that was affixed to the stone wall.

I immediately knew who it was, despite never having seen her face before - her figure, her long black hair, even the way she held herself betrayed her identity immediately: Little Meow.

Her mask was gone. Brow furrowed with anger, dried blood in the corner of her mouth, one eye bruised, she stared at me with her arms crossed over her chest. 

She was gorgeous, with high cheekbones, a hint of East Asian to her features, her dark eyes betraying the same lively intelligence. Seeing her face was a shock; it felt transgressive, and I immediately averted my gaze.

“Thanks,” she said, “but it’s a little late for that.”

“What happened?” I jerked my arms against my chains again. “What the fuck?”

“Unadeen happened,” she said, voice tight with coiled anger. “Shortly after you and Emma went under. That little rat fucking bastard timed it perfectly. Came in with some hundred goons. Swarmed us before we could fight back. Wards everywhere, psyche-imperium, the works.”

“Unadeen.” I groaned, wanted to rub my eyes, couldn’t reach. “Fuck. The others?”

“I don’t know. We were separated. I was kept by your side to make sure you didn’t die.”

“But - Emma. If she’d been hurt…?”

Little Meow shook her head grimly. “Unadeen didn’t care.”

“Fucker.” I licked my bottom lip, thinking. “And? What does he want?”

“He’s already got it. The manifold. Now he’s trying to figure out what to do with us.”

“What to do with us?” I stared at her. “He knows who I am. What the fuck does he think his options are?”

“The Enigma’s been talking to him,” said Little Meow darkly. “I think he’s been working on Unadeen. Told him when to strike. Now he’s convincing Unadeen to hand us over.”

I closed my eyes and fought for calm. 

I heard the Guardian’s final words: Good luck, dear friends. I’ve a last little surprise awaiting you.

“How can you heal me if you’re wearing a collar?”

“Tailored to only allow healing magic.”

“Right. How often do they check on us?”

“Twice a day. We’re due for another visit. They’ve been bringing me food and water.”

“How many guards?”

“Four. They’re playing it safe.” Gone were the hesitations, the apologies, her cheerful, naive tone. Had that been a mask as well? “Three stay in the doorway behind wards. They hit me with psyche-imperium each time before they come in.”

“Not good.”

“No, Noah. Not good.”

I studied her hauntingly beautiful face, drinking in her looks. There was a poise there, a dignity, that hinted at the power I knew she had at her disposal. 

Had.

“I’m sorry, Little Meow.”

“Don’t be.” She blew a lock of hair out of her face. “I’m an adult. I knew what I was doing, and the risks. Now we just need to find a way out of this mess.”

“Agreed. But without magic, chained like this…”

A rattle sounded from the heavy lock in the reinforced door. 

Little Meow pushed off the wall to face the door full-on.

“Last verse, same as the first,” said a sing-song voice, and a sloop-shouldered man with a potbelly clad in monk’s robes entered, bearing a tray. “Don’t try… well, well, well. Will you look at that. The Savior’s back in town.”

True to Little Meow’s description, three others stood in the hallway beyond, protected by overlapping wards. 

“Your last chance,” I said to the tray-bearer. “The whole universe is at war with Lilith. Free us now, and the Source may forgive you for what you’ve done thus far.”

The man stopped, blinked at me. For a moment I thought I had him, and then he giggled. “Oh, be still my beating heart! I’ve always wanted to be hit on by a Savior. Tell me more.”

“Don’t waste your breath,” said Little Meow, and for a second I didn’t know which of us she was addressing. “This little prick’s as useful as a waterproof teabag.”

“Language, language,” said the jailor, setting the tray down. “Or I’ll have to slap you around a little more, and we wouldn’t want that, would we?”

Little Meow glared at him. 

“Don’t move,” said the jailor, “either of you.” 

And I felt psyche-imperium steal over me, locking me in place. 

The man waited a second, nodded, and then came over to unlock my manacles. He paused, stared down at me.

All I could do was stare right back, hatred roiling my guts. How many times now had I been made helpless in such a manner? Each time only deepened my horror. Sweat broke out across my brow. I couldn’t help it. Memories of Sandovar flashed through my mind. These pregnant moments before the abuse began.

“Ha! Look at the Savior! He’s sweating like a pig.” The jailor leaned down. “You scared of ol’ Bubas? Sure looks like it. Hehehe. Don’t worry, sweetheart. Nothing I can do compares to where you’re going. C’mon.”

He backed away, rubbing at his jowls, then unlocked Little Meow from the wall. “Both of you, follow me at a distance of ten feet, with five feet between each of you. Do nothing but follow, and stop when I do. Don’t speak, and don’t seek to resist in any way or form. We clear?”

“Yes,” I said through gritted teeth.

“Yes,” said Little Meow, her voice seething with fury.

“Lovely. Then let’s get moving.”

I climbed off the stone slab, limbs stiff, and together Little Meow and I followed Bubas out the door into the hallway beyond. The three other guards or whatever they were followed behind us.

Together our little convoy navigated a series of narrow stone passages, all of them more in keeping with what I imagined you’d find in a cathedral’s catacombs over the industrial corridors of Tagimron. 

Damn the Enigma. Damn his cunning. To work on Unadeen while we set about passing our trials was perfectly in keeping with his style, but I’d not anticipated it in the least. Thought Unadeen just distraught, and with good reason. 

What could I do to prevent being handed over? What would the Enigma do with us? 

I could guess the answer to that question all too well.

Little Meow marched five feet ahead of me, shoulders back, chin raised, posture regal and exuding her fury. 

Fuck. I felt awful for having put her in this position. But what could I do? I was still spiritually battered and exhausted from the trial with Emma. To immediately pivot into action felt like too much to ask - but what choice did I have?

“Stay here. Don’t speak, move, or attempt in any way to escape or bother your guards,” said Bubas, glancing over his shoulder at us as we reached a large door. This he slipped through, closing it softly behind him, leaving us to wait. 

Impotent.

I closed my eyes, tried to gather my will with which to resist the psyche-imperium, but couldn’t even begin. My concentration swirled, refusing to coalesce. Prevented from gathering by the psyche-imperium orders themselves.

Five minutes passed, perhaps, and then the door opened, revealing Bubas with a shit-eating grin on his face. “Good news! Our esteemed patron has arrived. What a coincidence! But then again, given whom we’re dealing with, I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. Shall we?”

Neither Little Meow or myself spoke or moved.

“Right, right. Come on then. Follow me as before, same rules. Smartly, now.” And he led us through the door into an antechamber, and through that into a large, low-ceilinged chamber with sandstone walls, lanterns in numerous niches, and several armchairs arranged around a central fire pit. 

Unadeen sat in one such chair, rubbing his chin uneasily, weight shifted to one ass cheek as he propped his hand on the opposite knee. Behind him stood the massive, elephantine Tamuran looming behind him. His acolytes and monks stood before one of the walls, perhaps a score of them in all, their attention wrenched by our arrival away from the Final Skulls lined up in similar manner across the room.

Seated in another armchair was a craggy old man, bald-headed and with a thick, still black beard, his frame massive despite his age, his face as inviting as the edge of an ax. Numerous amulets hung about his neck, and a huge ax was propped beside his chair.

The leader of the Final Skulls, I’d wager. 

Standing behind him was a familiar figure - a brutish dockworker, ash blond hair shaved around the sides, parted and combed over, his face so worn and wrinkled he looked as if he’d spent his life squinting into the sun.

Charles. 

Laid across the arms of one of the empty chairs lay Shard, gleaming in the firelight. How I itched to close my fingers about its hilt!

“Ah, the Savior joins us at last,” said Unadeen, trying for a light tone. “Bubas, have him join us.”

“Savior, sit in the armchair across from Master Unadeen,” said Bubas. “Otherwise, obey all previous orders. And the witch, Master?”

Unadeen considered Little Meow. Sniffed. “An enemy for life, now. We can’t release her, and while she’s beautiful, she’s too dangerous to sell. Alas. At least she’s served her purpose. Kill her.”

I felt a bucket-load of adrenaline dump itself into my blood, and threw myself against the mystical commands that constrained me. Felt a roar boil up from my depths, tried to reach into my reservoir, tried to summon lightning and ruin.

And kept walking placidly toward one of the armchairs. 

Out of the corner of my eye I saw Little Meow strain in turn, her whole frame shivering, her jaw clenched, her nostrils flaring with effort. 

To no avail. 

Tamuran drew a wickedly curved knife and began walking toward her.

“Not here,” said the muscular old man, his voice rusted and deep. “You’ll get blood all over the floor and rugs. Give her to my men. They’ll kill her in a cell where such a mess won’t matter.”

Tamuran slowed, stopped. Glanced dubiously at Unadeen.

Who smiled icily. “We’re your guests, Yaemon. As you will. Bubas, hand her over.”

“Do exactly as Yaemon or his proxies command,” said Bubas, bowing low. 

Not just some jailor, I realized. Bubas was a high-ranking henchmen of Unadeen’s. 

Yaemon stirred his bulk. “Little Meow, do exactly what Gravel and his boys tell you to do, without hesitation or reservation.”

Gravel - a compact young man who looked to be all sleek muscle and no neck - stepped out of the lineup against the wall and grinned. “This’ll be fun. C’mon then, witch. Follow me.”

And together with three others, he led Little Meow back toward the cells. 

I couldn’t so much as clench my fists. 

“Now,” said Yaemon, turning his ponderous gaze upon me. “Savior Noah Kilmartin.” His gaze was dolorous, as if he’d born witness to all the injustices of the world. But for all that, I saw not a fleck of mercy in his eyes. “The Elegiac Enigma has asked for you in exchange for the manifold you stole from me. I have agreed to this pact. There have been saviors before you. There will be saviors after. But my people are dying, and without this machine they would be no more. So. You no doubt find my argument unconvincing, but that doesn’t bother me. Thanks to the Enigma’s information, food production has once again risen to previous rates. Children no longer starve. Babies no longer waste away. I declare myself content.”

And he leaned back, his bulk causing the armchair to creak. 

“I couldn’t have put it better myself,” said Unadeen, smiling unctuously. “In fact, I said much the same to Noah the last time we met. But did he care? Not at all. A man who’ll pave his road to salvation with the skulls of children is no savior of mine.”

“Nicely put,” said Yaemon, inclining his head.

“Thank you,” said Unadeen. “That just came to me.”

A circle of black expanded to the size of a manhole against the ceiling, and through this tumbled a coil of silk rope. 

My guts coiled in a mixture of rage and hatred. 

The Elegiac Enigma slid down the rope with consummate ease, his burgundy cloak flapping about him, and landed beside the remaining empty chair with aplomb. Masked and cowled as before, he immediately cut a deep and elegant bow, eyes glittering behind the eye slits of his mask.

“What a convivial gathering! We’ve a fire, comfortable chairs, good company, and best of all, good cheer! I do declare, there’s nowhere I’d rather be than here.”

Unadeen had risen uneasily to his feet. “Elegiac Enigma.”

Yaemon didn’t rise, but nodded sourly, brow lowering over his dark eyes. “Enigma.”

The Enigma swept his cloak back so that he could sit on the edge of the armchair’s seat, only to leap forward in mock shock as his rear touched Shard’s edge. It was the sort of grossly exaggerated acting you’d expect from a low-rate clown, and made all the more infuriating for it. 

“What’s this? Oh! What a lovely little toy. May I?”

Unadeen nodded.

The Enigma took up Shard and turned it this way and that. “How lovely. My mistress is going to have so much fun pleasuring herself with this little toy. How she’ll reward me! But it’ll have to wait.”

He set the blade carefully beside his armchair then sat down, crossing one leg over the other and placing both beringed gloved hands over his knee. “Masters Unadeen and Yaemon. Ah, isn’t this a delight. I do so love it when honest negotiations bear fruit. It is a pleasure to see you both. And this rogue! Noah Kilmartin, I do declare, you’ve given me quite a run for my money! You and your beautiful companions have performed admirably. It gives me pangs to think that it was all for naught. Such bravery! Such verve, such style! Alas, but that you should be faced with a foe so conniving and low as myself.”

I couldn’t speak. Couldn’t even grind my teeth. All I could do was stand there, coiled and ready to spring the moment the spell broke.

“There’s no need to prolong this meeting,” rasped Yaemon. “We’re not friends, nor allies. This has been a one-time transaction. Take Noah, and be gone.”

“You wound me!” The Enigma pressed his hand to his chest in mock surprise. “To be so summarily dismissed! No tea? No idle banter over the state of the world? What is Tagimron coming to? But very well. Let it not be said that the Enigma would press his company upon those with insufficient wit to appreciate his ways. I see Noah before me. Where are his companions?”

“We negotiated for Noah,” said Unadeen, voice growing tight. “There was no mention of his companions.”

“There wasn’t? Goodness me, what an oversight. But come, show me in the written contract where we agreed to just Noah.”

“What is this foolishness?” Yaemon glowered. “There is no written contract.”

“Then consider this a verbal addendum to a verbal contract.” The Enigma extended one hand so that he could consider his rings, turning them this way and that. “Now, do be so kind as to fetch the ladies. I desire the complete package.”

“No,” said Yaemon. 

“Let me rephrase that,” said the Enigma, utterly unruffled. “My dark mistress desires it. Shall I take your name to her personally, Yaemon? I can do that, you know. Travel to her side. Whisper your name in her ear, so that her gaze shall rake across the Tree of Life to narrow in on your wretched little soul in your little empire of dirt in this floating sphere of filth.”

The Enigma lifted his gaze from his rings to fix it on Yaemon, the mask smiling beatifically all the while. “Hmm? Shall I do that?”

Yaemon paled. Sat back, massive hands clenching the ends of the armrests, to raise his chin and visibly dry swallow. “No. There is no need. The women are yours.”

“Oh good!” The Enigma clapped his hands together. “Then fetch them tout suite, if you will, and I shall begone.”

“Yes,” said Unadeen weakly. “Very well. Tamuran?”

The massive warrior bowed his head and fairly ran from the room.

“Now,” said the Enigma. “We’ve a few moments to kill. Anybody got any juicy gossip to share?”

“No,” said Yaemon.

Unadeen shook his head.

“No gossip. Well.” The Enigma’s voice turned prim. “How about jokes? The bawdier the better.”

“No jokes,” said Yaemon.

Unadeen shook his head helplessly again.

“My, what dull company. How about this. Point out one of your men, and I’ll tell you his darkest secret. Actually.” The Enigma turned about swiftly in his seat, causing all of Unadeen’s men to startle as he fixed them with his stare. “One of these men fucked a corpse two nights ago, Unadeen. Did you know that? Of course you didn’t. Don’t worry, it was a fresh corpse, but still. Want to know who it was?”

I studied the lineup. It was impossible to tell who it might be - a half dozen of the men looked sick, their faces turning a pale shade of green. Contemplating, no doubt, their darkest secrets.

“But don’t get on a high horse, Master Yaemon!” The Enigma turned back to the old warrior, and wagged a finger in his face. “Your crew is hardly better! Why, two of your men are afficionados of a terrible little club that abducts young women off the street and takes their time butchering them for fun. The more beautiful the better, apparently. I wonder. What sort of trauma in their past caused them to love torturing and disfiguring beautiful girls so? Oh! I know! Want me to share?”

“No,” rasped Yaemon through clenched jaws. “I don’t. Nor do I believe you. You’re the master of lies, Enigma. I’ll hear none of them.”

“Lies? You do wound me! Oh!” The Enigma collapsed back into his armchair. “Smelling salts, please. Such strong language! But very well. You can continue to run around with such riffraff if you like. Even the one who’s planning to kill you as soon as he can.”

“What?” Yaemon stiffened. “Kill me?”

“Never mind, forget I mentioned it. Unadeen, could I pester you for some wine?”

Yaemon rose to his feet, his frame shaking with rage. “I’ll not endure this creature’s filth sitting down!”

“Good thing you stood up, then,” said the Enigma, canting his head to one side as he studied the Final Skull leader. “That make it any easier?”

“Gentlemen,” said Unadeen, raising his hands placatingly. “If we can just hold onto our tempers a little longer -”

The door through which I’d entered opened, and my companions were ushered in, Bubas and Tamuran escorting them with obvious caution. Imogen in the lead, her spectacles gone, her braids falling apart, face taut with displeasure. Brielle, her crimson armor torn, several wounds crudely bandaged on her arms and legs. Valeria, one eye swollen shut, her left hand wrapped in gauze. Emma. Unhurt. Looking bewildered, confused.

“Ah! There we have it. Such pretty ladies. Such pretty, pretty ladies.” The Enigma leaped to his feet. “And I know you all so well! I do indeed. Better, I’d warrant, than you know yourselves! Such pretty, broken, filthy women. So weak, so cowardly, so repulsive. What grand times we’re going to have, what fun! But what’s this?” He cocked his head in a birdlike manner to one side. “Only four? Unadeen, you’re missing one.”

“I’m not,” said Unadeen, raising both hands if to ward off a blow. “She wasn’t there when we took them.”

“Not there,” said Enigma, tapping his chin. “And I can’t sense her out there in my city. How strange! And a little disturbing. She’s dangerous, that one. More than you know. But still, I’ll take as many as I can get, as the priest said to the whoremonger. Now -”

And then the Enigma cut off, freezing in place, only to slowly turn his head to one side, as if hearing something only he could detect.

“Master Enigma?” Unadeen shifted in his seat. “What is it?”

“Yaemon’s men are dying.” The Enigma’s voice had changed. Grown more business-like. “At your postern gate.”

Yaemon frowned. “Unlikely. I had six of my best men there. Sealed portal, wards up.”

“They’re dead. And ah! Another two just died. A patrol, I’d wager? Yes. She’s coming.”

A thrill passed through me. 

“She’s coming?” Unadeen also rose to his feet. “Neveah?”

“Who else, you fool?” snapped Yaemon. “If she’s coming, it’s to her death.”

“Hmm,” said Enigma. “Is that so? Well, that cheers me up immensely. I’ll take my charges and return when you’ve subdued her, yes?”

“You can’t leave us,” said Unadeen. “We’re working together on this, you swore -”

“To reveal the location and best time to attack these fools, and nothing else. Certainly not to risk dirtying my robes mucking about in the mud. I wish you the best of luck! Remember, she’s got a demon blade that’s bound to her soul, has mastered shadow magic, and if pressed, can turn into an entity that can kill every living being in Tagimron. I’ll be cheering you on!” He turned to where I sat. “Now, come on, you lot!”

“No,” said Yaemon, taking up his ax. I froze, halfway out of my chair. “You don’t fight this bitch, you don’t get to walk away with the Savior.”

“Blackmail! How delightful.” The Enigma considered Yaemon, then turned his gaze upon the Final Skulls who lined the far wall. 

“Stay and help us,” said Unadeen. “Together we can obviously crush her.”

Again the Enigma cocked his head to one side, as if hearing something only he was privy to. “Alas! Reliability is not one of my flaws, nor am I given to displays of martial prowess. I’m more of a talker, you see, a manipulator par excellance. But this pot is getting too hot. No time to discuss, nor, unfortunately, to press the issue. I shall return anon.”

And, taking up Shard, he surged up the rope, through the black circle that had remained open all this time, and disappeared.

“Bastard,” snarled Yaemon. “All right, everyone get ready. Circle before the door. Leave no room for her to slip past. Wards up front. Blasters in the second rank. Move!”

The Final Skulls did as ordered, quickly getting into place, yellow and orange and dark greens flickering into existence, each overlapping its neighbor so as to form an impenetrable wall. 

Six Final Skulls got in line behind them, hands raised, flickers of fire or electricity playing over their palms.

“Unadeen?” said Yaemon mildly. “You in this fight?”

“I - yes. Of course. Bolster their ranks, everyone.”

The Questors moved forward tentatively, inserting themselves into the lines, bolstering them with new wards and firepower. Those who couldn’t use magic - half the Final Skulls and Questors - stood in the final rank, weapons drawn. 

There had to be some thirty or more of them, all waiting for Neveah to come through that door. Would she? What would she look like when she did? I strained to move, to stand, to do something, but all I could do was remain in that half-rise position I’d stopped in at Yaemon’s command.

The seconds drew out. Charles, Yaemon, Unadeen, and Tamuran stood in a small knot behind the last rank. My companions were ignored, clustered together close to the rear door, constrained as I was.

Men shifted their weight. The air fairly simmered with the amount of magic being used. I tasted ozone, the tang of copper. 

“Easy,” said Yaemon, voice gravely and authoritative. “She’s dangerous, yes, but we’re more than capable of taking her down. Stay calm. Place your attacks carefully. Be mindful of your companions. Don’t break ranks.”

Such was Yaemon’s presence that I could see the men encircling the door steady themselves, shake out their shoulders, take deep breaths.

Neveah, I thought desperately. I stopped there - what did I want to say to her? To be careful? To turn away? To not embrace the darkness within her? What would happen if she appeared in her demonic form? She’d wreck the Questors and Final Skulls, but how would we stop her thereafter?

A knock sounded on the door, a stern, no-nonsense rap. Several of the men flinched. 

Unadeen glanced up at Yaemon, who rubbed at his chin. “Perhaps she wishes to parley,” he mused. “Come in!”

The door swung open, and a man in his sixties entered, his iron gray hair carefully combed and floating about his head like a cumulus cloud, his face puckered as if in permanent disapproval of the world, his eagle beak of a nose dominating his face, his eyebrows ferocious and jutting out like gray flames.

Thomas. The inspector we’d waylaid, so many moons ago. 

He stepped forward, arching a brow at the men arrayed before him. “What manner of reception is this? Does being tardy to an important meeting merit such aggression?”

“Thomas?” Yaemon stared at the man in confusion. “Where have you been? It’s been months - unless it’s not really you -”

“I am myself,” snapped Thomas. “Quoth and verily. But I’ve returned to the fold, and am ready to resume my duties if you’ll have me.”

“The attacks on the door,” said Unadeen urgently. “This is a trap -”

Thomas raised his voice, and power surged through it, turgid and fell. “Everybody stop using your magic and lie face down on the -”

Confusion. Yaemon roared in fury, charging forward even as half the men facing Thomas began to wilt, wards disappearing, weapons falling from their hands.

Several things happened at once. 

Charles leaped after Yaemon, crashed into his back as he wrapped a beefy arm around the older man’s neck, and rode him down to the ground. 

Shadows boiled forth from the doorway behind Thomas, erupting like an enraged nightmare, flooding against the remaining wards and pouring up over them. I saw a flicker of an inhumanly sharp, inhumanly long blade within that dark morass, and then Neveah was slashing her way through the first ward, cutting it open like a bladder, to hew the Final Skull’s head from his shoulders.

Chaos. A handful of levenbolts were hurled forth, but Thomas was gone, having darted aside and lost himself in the confusion. The bolts shattered themselves against wards as Neveah wove a lethal path through them, Morghothilim parting them with terrible ease. 

Yaemon roared again, and his whole body exploded with bright light, a more powerful version of the lightning cage I’d wrapped around myself back in Imogen’s academy. Charles didn’t make a sound, but instead constricted the Final Skull leader more tightly even as his flesh blackened and split, revealing gleaming red flesh beneath. 

“Take the Savior!” Unadeen’s shout was filled with desperation. “Tamuran, move them all out of the room!”

But by the gods and the ever-loving Source, Neveah was fast. Terribly fast. And if anything, more powerful than I’d ever seen her. She burst through the ranks, threw herself into a somersault over the coruscating Yaemon and charring Charles, to whip her blade at my head.

A perfectly timed, lethal sweep, the tip of Morghothilim coming right at my neck.

And I couldn’t move. 

For a terrible second I could only feel anguish, horror, that her desire to kill me transcended all reason, all emotion - and then I felt her blade cut through the magic collar, severing it neatly so that it fell from my neck to clatter to the floor.

But I still couldn’t move. Could only remain half-risen as she spun to meet Tamuran, who descended upon her with all the finesse of a charging rhino, a massive blade in his prodigious fists. Their swords met, and Morghothilim cut through Tamuran’s blade as if it were cheese, rising up as Neveah spun away, so that her back was to him as the blade bifurcated him from crotch to neck in a welter of gore.

And she kept moving.

“Damn your hide!” bellowed Yaemon, cutting off his lightning cage and instead wrestling around to place his palm directly on Charles’ blackened face. A horrific flash ensued as he delivered a levenbolt point blank into Charles’ brow, and the massive dock worker went limp.

Unadeen let out a cry of fury and hurled a dozen levenbolts at Neveah just as she severed Imogen’s collar, but they were all lost in the eruption of shadow that engulfed her. The levenbolts tore the shadows apart, but she was no longer there.

The guards by the doorway were reorienting, turning to face into the chamber, half of them lying on the ground. Some lifted up into flight, others charged forward, screaming in panic as they closed on Neveah where she’d appeared in the corner of the room, having shadow-stepped out of harm’s way.

Yaemon climbed to his feet with ponderous effort, gasping for breath, and after delivering a brutal kick at the cindered Charles, turned to glare at me. “You.” And with four long strides he reached me, placed the edge of his monstrous ax to my neck, and bellowed, “Stop this madness or I cut off his head!”

Such was the power behind his voice that he actually quelled the fighting - men fell back, Neveah froze, blood flowing off Morghothilim’s blade as if it were repelled by the black metal. 

“There,” said Yaemon, his satisfaction obvious. “I applaud the attempt. Thomas - where is he?”

“Here, Master,” said the investigator, emerging from where he’d crouched behind an armchair. He dusted down his street clothing. “You can’t blame us for trying.”

“Oh, I can. And I will. Command my men to rise up.”

“Very well. Rise up and anything else?” Thomas’ tone was almost bored, conversational. Neveah was edging back, away from the wall of men before her. The moment was still perilous, on a knife’s edge.

“Release them from all commands!” Yaemon’s bark was furious. “Enough of this foolishness!”

“Very well, very well. Where is it? Oh. Here.” And casually, unhurriedly, Thomas pulled an amulet out of his pocket and tossed it to me.

Yaemon roared something, lunged forward to bat the amulet away, and missed.

The amulet hit me square in the chest. The second it touched me the psyche-imperium commands fell away. 

First Prism. Second Prism. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

It was child’s play to snatch the amulet out of the air as it bounced off my chest, even as I poured magic into Manipura, bursting forward and up into the air, turning as I did so, to unleash a hellish barrage of levenbolts at Yaemon.

But that was a distraction. I didn’t care, wasn’t surprised, when Yaemon summoned a partial ward before him, absorbing all of the bolts.

No - my true focus was on throwing my amulet. Tossing it across the room, so that it flew, its copper face gleaming, to hit Imogen’s arm.

Her eyes flared white as if they’d filled immediately with white fire, and she raised both hands, whispering under her breath.

And hell did pour forth from her palms.

Twenty, maybe more streams of white fire, levenbolts somehow made constant so that they undulated like fiery white ropes from her hands, which she dragged across the enemy, their touch causing armor and clothing to erupt in flames, flesh to char and boil. Her hair whipped about her head as shivers of electricity ran up and down her frame. 

Neveah burst forth, slashing a ruinous path through the dismayed guards, and flung herself into a forward roll, avoiding Yaemon’s ax as he swung it with a grunt, to come up running and flick its tip through the collar around Brielle’s neck.

Yaemon drew back his ax, narrowed one eye, then hurled it at Imogen. Faster than thought it spun through the air and hit her square in the chest, lifting her off her feet, ending her light show, and sending her crashing to the ground, the ax embedded through her sternum.

“Imogen!” My scream tore through the air as I dove down at Yaemon, encasing myself in living lighting, to hit him with all the force of a runaway train, lifting him off the ground before driving him through an armchair and against the wall, my hands around his massive neck.

The impact tore a grunt free from his barrel chest, but then he snarled a wicked smile and began to swell beneath my hands. Old muscles filled with vitality and vigor, strength pouring into him so that when he clamped his hands around my wrists, my bones almost broke.

“You think because you’re the Savior you can push me around?” He moved away from the wall, twisted my arms to drive me down to my knees. Good god he was strong, stronger than anybody I’d met. Even with everything I had going into Manipura, he was handling me like a babe.

“Listen well, runt. I was killing men before you were born. I’ve been leading the Skulls for two decades, and all that time nobody’s managed to dethrone me.”

My arms were on fire, the bones on the verge of snapping. Yaemon loomed over me like a tsunami about to crash down on a shore. 

His gaze flickered up, attracted by some movement, and immediately a cage of lightning appeared around us, encompassing us both. Out of the corner of my eye I saw Neveah stagger to a halt, swing Morghothilim through the bars of lighting to no avail.

“Fuck the Enigma,” growled Yaemon. “It’s all pointless. There’s no escape, no way to improve this wretched existence. You’re an affront to everything I believe. Time to die, Noah.”

A blackened figure walked through the cage of lightning, the static levenbolts causing his flesh to char further, mortal wounds that he somehow ignored. Just as I saw him, Charles raised a dagger up high and brought it down with all his remaining strength into the side of Yaemon’s neck.

The Final Skull’s leader let out a base grunt and released me. Turned, plowing his elbow into Charles’ face with such force that he lifted the man off his feet and sent him flying through the lightning bolt bars.

But the dagger was sunk in deep. One hand clamped to the wound, Yaemon dismissed the cage, staggered back. “Healing!” he roared. “Now!”

But Neveah was there, swifter than thought, passing right by him, Morghothilim little more than a whispering caress. 

For a second Yaemon stood still, and then blood burst forth from his stomach as his upper torso separated from his waist. Both collapsed to the ground, and in that time Neveah had moved over to Emma and Valeria to cut off their collars.

“Peace!” shouted Unadeen. “Parley! Enough with this madness!”

The other guards seemed only too relieved to step back. Few remained on their feet. 

“Imogen!” I ran to her side, fell heavily to my knees. The massive ax was sunk deep, her chest caved in, blood pooling thickly around her. 

Still alive, but her eyes were closed, her breathing shallow, erratic. 

She was dying right in front of me. 

“Little Meow!” I looked up, desperate. “Neveah, fetch her!”

But even though Neveah took off through the doorway, there wasn’t enough time. Imogen had moments, not minutes. Tears burned in my eyes as I cupped her cheek, careful not to smudge the blood that was pouring forth from her nostrils and out the corner of her mouth.

“No,” I moaned. “No, no, no. This can’t be happening.”

Thomas joined my side, staring down with a frown. Clearly, he had no healing abilities. 

I turned to the guards, to Unadeen. “Somebody heal her! Or I swear to god I’ll kill you all!”

But nobody moved. Inertia, perhaps. Or sensing our weakness. 

I turned back to Imogen, stared in horror at the massive ax embedded in her chest. Despite its weight, it was embedded so deeply it remained upright.

Neveah must have given Brielle the amulet as she’d passed, and now Brielle moved to Emma, to Valeria.

They rushed to join us, kneeling beside Imogen’s slender form. She looked so frail. So small. Her black, French maid’s outfit filthy, encrusted with old blood. Her spectacles gone. Splashes of tattoos visible where her dress was torn. 

“No,” I whispered again. “No.”

Imogen opened her eyes. Her expression was dreamy, as if she was experiencing no pain. “Noah,” she whispered.

I took her gloved hand in mine. “I’m here.”

“No regrets.” Her voice so soft I could barely make it out. “No regrets.”

Tears stung my eyes. There had to be something, and again I turned to harangue the crowd of idiots who just stood there and gaped -

Emma pushed forward, her face pale, hands reaching out to the ax.

“No,” said Valeria. “Pulling it free will only hasten her death.”

Emma ignored her. Placed her hands on the haft of the ax, and then moved them down, to the blades, to the wound.

“Emma?” Brielle’s voice was sharp. “What are you doing?”

Instinct. Intuition. Call it what you want. I sat back on my heels, closed my eyes, and dropped into my reservoir faster than I’d ever done.

Flew past the golden cord to Emma’s aperture, willed it open, and surged inside.

Emma floated within her sanctum, cross-legged, surrounded by emerald light which played off her in fractal patterns. 

I’d dropped the Vam Mantra somewhere along the way. Now I picked it back up, floating before Emma, closing my eyes. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

And willed all my power to flow into Emma.

All creation. I saw Imogen, the blood, drew my mind back. All creation in a drop.

Magic poured from my soul like blood from a hemorrhaging man. I didn’t know what I was doing, but didn’t question, didn’t hesitate.

More. Dropped the First and Second Prisms. Poured a raw torrent into Emma, giving her everything I had as quickly as I could.

I could feel pressure building up within the sanctum, like a growing weight pressing against my body, my mind. As if the sanctum were turning into a pressure cooker, pushed past its limits by the amount of magic I was expending. 

Dangerous to the extreme. I thought of the way I’d torn my own sanctum apart when I’d used the Third Prism. 

And just as I was about to reach for more power, to my golden filament, the pressure in Emma’s sanctum burst, sending me slamming back against the far wall.

I opened my eyes. The emerald light had expanded out, was circling her, complex patterns of ineffable beauty that rotated and intersected with gorgeous intricacy. 

It was done, whatever it was, so I opened my eyes, and saw Emma leaning over Imogen, pouring magic into the wound.

I wanted to laugh, to cry, emotion bubbling up within my chest as I watched the wound heal. Valeria, timing it just right, rose up to pull the ax free, tossing it aside with disdain as the wound closed over.

“A miracle,” whispered Brielle, awed, and at her words my skin erupted in goosebumps.

Emma lay one hand over the other, her skin growing almost translucent, her eyes sunken, and still Imogen’s terrible wound slowly filled out, a thick layer of skin like wax paper covering the cut.

“Emma, you’re going to burn yourself out,” said Brielle, voice stern. “Emma!”

But Emma didn’t care. Bit her lower lip, leaned forward, and poured more of herself into the healing. 

Neveah came racing back, Little Meow in tow, adjusting her porcelain mask as she did. Either Neveah had already explained or the situation needed no explaining - Little Meow fell down beside us, placed one hand on Imogen, the other on Emma.

Light flared under her palms as she healed them both at once.

“By the Source,” murmured Valeria, impressed.

Emma sagged back, pulling away her bloody hand, and released a pent-up breath. 

And Imogen - Imogen lay still, still pale, until at last her eyelids flickered, flickered and then opened.

Tears prickled my own again as I leaned over her. “Hey you.”

“Hey,” she whispered. “What’s up?”

“Not much.” I tried to smile, but was too close to tears. “You know. Hanging out. Killing time.”

“So I didn’t miss anything then.” She smiled, a gentle, wryly amused expression, and closed her eyes once more. “Oh good.”

Relief coursed through me, leaving me weak, lightheaded, but we weren’t done here. I rose stiffly to my feet, turned to face Unadeen and the remaining men.

“Now, this has turned out quite unexpectedly,” said Unadeen, smiling widely. “But you have to understand, Noah, I was thinking of the children, the starving children. Surely you’d do the same in my place.”

I began to walk toward him.

“And you promised me the manifold! You said I’d have it, and then didn’t deliver! Virtually broke your own oath! I take such things very seriously - can you blame me for being upset?”

“You don’t take oaths seriously,” I said.

He frowned. “Yes I do.”

“You would have sold Little Meow into slavery if you could have gotten away with it.”

Unadeen blinked. “A figure of speech. I obviously didn’t mean it.”

“Sorry, Unadeen. I gave you one chance.”

I raised my palm, but Unadeen erected a ward between, a hemisphere of deep crimson light. “My apologies, Savior! I’ve no intentions of -”

A black, curved blade emerged from his chest, and kept emerging. One foot, two, three.

Morghothilim.

Unadeen looked down as his ward flickered out of existence.

“Oh,” he said. “That’s… not good.”

Neveah tilted her blade, and he slid off it, to collapse to the ground and go still.

I looked to the remaining men. “The rest of you are free to leave. Pick your loyalties with more care next time. Thomas?”

“Yes. Everyone get up and leave this base. Go home, and think about your lives, and the consequences your actions have caused.”

Those who lay stiffly on the floor rose to their feet and quickly filed out. Those with amulets followed after, casting nervous glances behind them all the while.

At last, we were alone.

“There,” said Thomas, his satisfaction evident. “All in all, that was neatly done.”

Charles sat up, his blackened skin cracking and flaking off. “Ow.”

Little Meow gaped at him. “How…?” And she rose to move to his side.

“No need,” said Charles, raising a palm. “I just need a minute.”

“So we’re done?” Brielle had moved over to Emma, and helped her lie down so that her head lay in her lap. “We’ve all passed the trials. We’ve all got golden circles.”

“Almost,” I said. “Enigma’s still out there, and he’s got Shard. And something tells me he doesn’t plan to honor our agreement.”

“Then?” Valeria was casting around, and finally settled for a half-moon ax which she took up, testing its edge with her thumb. “How are we to force his hand? Finding him in Tagimron will be like finding a needle at the bottom of the ocean.”

Brielle went to say something, then gave a little shake of her head and let it go.

“Oh, I think I know where he is.” My smile was grim. “I think I know how to find him.”

Thomas was patting his ivory hair back into place. “You do? That would be a first.”

“I do. But first, we need to rest up. I want everyone equipped with one of those psyche-imperium amulets. Grab as many as you can find so we have redundancies. No way I want that shit messing with our heads again. Then, when we’re ready, we’ll pay the Enigma a visit.” I smiled at my companions. “And after that? We’ll be quit of Tagimron, once and for all.”
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We quit the Final Skull’s safe house shortly thereafter, and made our way along Tagimron’s under roads, following Neveah as she navigated the twisting tunnels and hallways with silent certainty. 

Perhaps half an hour later she led us into a large, sunken chamber, whose walls were lined with pipes and rusted wheels, but whose floor was tolerably clear of debris. Thomas drew forth a handful of candles from his satchel, and set about lighting them and affixing them with their own wax to different surfaces, and soon the places, if not cheerful, then at least a place in which I was glad to rest.

“Neveah,” I said, stepping up to her as the others settled down with quiet comments, bitter laughter, and groans. “Can we talk?”

Her eyes glittered, and I couldn’t help but superimpose the demonic visage over her own features for a moment before she nodded and led me down a side tunnel a ways.

“Thank you for coming back,” I said, when she finally turned to face me.

She pursed her lips, looked down and to the side, then slowly shook her head. “I… wasn’t sure I would.”

“What changed your mind?”

“Thomas.” Her voice was quiet in the darkness. “I discovered him praying in a small cell underground, where he’d retreated to after we released him. And… I don’t know why. I was very close to killing myself at that point. Hours away, perhaps. So it seemed inconsequential to step out of the shadows and speak with him.”

I forced myself to remain stoic and not react to her words. She’d been hours away from killing herself…?

“He is wise, in his own way. And a good listener. Not afraid of silence. I ended up telling him my story. Again: I don’t know why. Perhaps it was some part of me, fighting still to not give up. Regardless. I shared what had happened, and he didn’t recoil or attempt to cast me out. He just laughed.”

“Laughed? He suicidal as well?”

“I thought so. I nearly took off his head. But he explained himself. Said that we are all weak and destined to fail. That he himself had spent his whole life worshipping nihilism for fear of what being open to the Source might do to him. His whole life, he said, wasted. But he was coming to terms with that loss. Accepting that those first sixty years didn’t have to define him. That he could define himself anew, recreate himself, and find his way back to the Source.”

I didn’t speak. Waited as she stared off at nothing. Finally, she sighed again. 

“We spoke at length. Many of his arguments were facile and unconvincing. But there was enough there that I drew back from the edge. Resolved to not blame myself for what Victor and the others did to me. For what I carry inside my soul. But to find my own path back to the Source, and a way to cleanse this evil from my spirit.”

“Good,” I said. I was way out of my depth here. Wasn’t about to try and lecture her or give her a pep talk. “I’m glad. You saved us all. That’s a damned good first step if I ever heard of one.”

Neveah’s smile was wry. “Thomas deserves credit for the plan. He heard of your capture from another Final Skull while buying food in one of the markets. Came up with a strategy to get you back.”

“I’ll be sure to thank him,” I said. “So you’re…?”

“Keeping it together, for now.” How did she manage to sound so calm, so composed? “And…” She took a deep, deep breath. Held it. Stared at me all the while, her gaze as piercing as her demon blade. Her voice, when she spoke, was so stiff as to be almost stilted. “I want to thank you, Noah. For bringing me back to myself inside that trial. For not losing your trust in me.”

“Of course,” I said. “I swear that to you. You’ll always have my confidence.”

“Why?”

A short, brutal question, without sentiment, and nor was she fishing for praise. I didn’t answer at once. Knew just how important my response was.

“Call it faith,” I said at last. “Faith that we’re more than just a random group of people who were thrown together by chance. We all passed the Five Trials together back in Bastion and were confirmed by the Source, and I just went through a completely different set of trials designed to break each one of you - only to see each of you pull through, showing strength I doubted you thought you even had. I feel deep down in my core that I can trust you. I have faith that the Source brought us together for a reason. And I won’t question that.”

“Even if I stab you through the chest with a demon blade?”

I smiled. “Even if you stab me through the chest with a demon blade.”

“You fool.” But it was fondly said, and I thought I saw a ghost of a smile cross her lips. She stepped forward and kissed me gently on the cheek, her lustrous black mane of hair brushing against me as she hesitated. “Thank you,” she whispered in my ear, her breath tickling me, and she turned to go. 

I caught hold of her hand, pulled her back. “One question.”

She raised an eyebrow.

“Why did you change your mind? At the end of your trial. Why did you spare me?”

She bit her lower lip and looked away. Went completely still. Had I pushed too far? For a long, aching moment she stood thus, frozen, and then gently, slowly she pulled her hand free of mine and crossed her arms tightly.

“I… don’t remember much of those last moments. But something you said. It pierced my hatred, the… sadism that was drowning me. You apologized for choosing me to be your companion.”

I nodded.

“And… in that moment I realized that perhaps on some level I’d been blaming you, or the universe, or… I don’t know. For what had happened to me. For being forced to fight Lilith. For the mistakes I’d made, the abuse I’d suffered, the horrors that had been done to me.” Her voice had grown quieter and quieter, and was now almost a whisper. “But when you apologized, it was as if you'd struck a tuning fork deep within my soul. I felt this overwhelming and immediate sense of rejection. And I realized that it was wrong for you to apologize. That you had nothing to apologize for. Becoming your companion was my call. This..." She waved her hand, as if encompassing the world. "All of this is my life. I had to take responsibility for it, and stop resenting the Source, the universe, for what had happened. And so I took responsibility, let go of my bitterness, and realized I wanted more than anything to keep fighting. To never give up.”

I was awed. She made it sound so simple. “And that was what you needed to do to pass your trial,” I said.

“Looks like it.” Her smile was bleak. “And I have you to thank for that, Noah. I’d have lost myself to Lilith if you hadn’t set me free of my own resentment and anger with your words.”

I had nothing to say. I felt shaken to my core. For someone to internalize so much trauma and abuse and come through it stronger like she was - I felt humbled. Amazed. Blessed to have her by my side.

Neveah hesitated, an uncharacteristic moment of doubt, and then stepped in close. Cupped my face with both hands and kissed me once more, but this time slowly, full on the lips, with careful intention, her whole body trembling as she did so.

I couldn’t move. Could barely kiss her back.

“Thank you,” she whispered again, her taste still sweet on my lips, her voice husky and vulnerable. “Thank you, Noah.” Then she was gone, slipping past me, to rejoin the others.I stood still for a moment. Gathered myself. Allowed the frisson of excitement over that brief moment of contact to dissipate, and followed her back into the chamber.

Emma was meditating with Imogen and Little Meow, both facing each other, and when I arrived Brielle rose to join my side.

“Looks like she’s tapped Anahata,” she said, crossing her arms and leaning against the wall. “Which will be damn useful moving forward.”

“Anahata,” I said. “That’s… pretty incredible. Straight to the fourth sanskara?”

“Girl’s got talent.” Brielle observed the two before glancing up at me. “How are you doing?”

“Good,” I said. “I think. All things considered.”

“Are you sure?” She reached out to curl my hair behind my ear. “You’ve been through so much. You don’t need to rest?”

A memory: a hospital bed, my mother and father crowding in by my side, nurses and doctors staring at me, asking me questions, asking me to draw the numbers inside a clock face. 

“No.” I smiled, took her hand in my own and kissed her palm. “This is exactly where I want to be. This is exactly what I want to be doing. And you and the others are the companions I love most in this world - or any other. If anything, I feel more alive than ever before.”

“Wow,” she said, raising an eyebrow. “You should undergo extreme psychological torture more frequently.”

“Who’s to say I won’t? We’re not done yet. But yes. These trials. The time I spent with each of you inside them. Tagimron failed. It didn’t tear us apart. It didn’t ruin our relationships, shatter our trust, and break us down. I’ve never felt closer to each of you. Never thought I understood you better. We’re ready for whatever’s coming next.”

Brielle studied me, gray eyes serious, and then leaned in to kiss me on the lips. Pulled back, expression grave. “You’ve grown into a formidable man, Noah Kilmartin. I’m happy to fight by your side.”

“Only fight?” I asked, unable to repress a grin.

“Oh, you’re right.” She put a finger to her chin. “I almost forgot. Not just fight. I owe you a little revenge.”

“No revenge,” I said quickly. “We’re all adults here. No need for that.”

“Mmmhmm.” She leaned back, crossing her arms again. “Whatever you say.”

In the center of the room, Emma opened her eyes and bounced her knees up and down with excitement. “I did it! I connected with Anahata and channeled magic into it!”

“I wish we had more time,” said Little Meow, kneeling by her side. “There’s much I could show you, ways to loop the healing magic into your own pattern so as to sustain yourself, how to heal without burning yourself out -”

Imogen opened her eyes. “She’ll have to learn on the road. We’ve an appointment with Lilith.”

“True,” said Emma, looking downcast. “But - Little Meow? You want to suggest it, or me? Noah, can you come over here?”

I ambled over, curious. Little Meow had thrust her fists nervously into her lap. Emma hesitated, glanced sidelong at her, them smiled up at me. “So - you know how most of us have had a lot of downtime while you’ve been doing each trial? Well, we’ve a surprise for you. We mostly worked on it while you were doing Brielle’s trial, but perfected it just before things got brutal during Neveah’s. Little Meow?”

I turned to the cat-masked girl, half expecting her to draw a cake out from behind her back. Instead, she suddenly got shy, hunching her shoulders up by her ears and looking down at the table. 

“Um. Thanks, Emma. For putting me on the spot.”

“What is it?” I asked. “A cake?”

“Oh, that’d be so much better! But no. Not a cake. Um. It’s me.”

“You?” I frowned. “You’re my surprise?”

“I could be?” Little Meow seemed desperately embarrassed. 

“Fine, I’ll tell him,” said Imogen impatiently. “Look. The primary requirement for entering the manifold is to have a spirit body, which requires being able to do magic.”

I glanced from one of them to the other. “Right?”

“So?” Imogen raised an eyebrow. I was clearly slow on the uptake. “Little Meow is a very powerful magic user. I’ve helped her develop her spirit body. She can manifest herself above the manifold just as I do.”

“Oh,” I said. Then frowned. “But wait. Don’t we have to, you know. Um. To get her to…?”

“No,” said Imogen. “She’s not one of your companions. She doesn’t need to take a trial. She simply needs to appear and follow us down to our confrontation with Enigma. Then, theoretically, she could follow us through the portal when it appears.”

“Oh!” I slapped my palm to my brow. “For real?”

“Only if you’re all right with it,” said Little Meow, springing to her feet. “I know it’s one thing to tag along here in… Tagimron… but to invite myself to wherever you go next? I totally get it if you’d rather not.”

“All right with it?” I asked. “All right with the lady who’s saved my life countless times coming along to help teach Emma how to develop her healing powers? Heck yeah, I’m all right with it!”

“You are?” She twisted her hands behind her back as she ground the ball of her shoe into the ground. “For real?”

I laughed. “This is the best news I’ve received since Brielle declared me a sex god -”

Brielle’s eyes flared open wide in shock and I barely avoided her blow. 

“But no, really. Awesome. Totally awesome. I’d love for you to come. How long have you guys known about this? Why didn’t anybody tell me sooner?”

“It was tricky,” said Imogen, tone deadpan, “given how we were kidnapped and all by Unadeen.”

“Oh, right. Makes sense.”

“And,” cut in Emma, “Little Meow was really reluctant to ask. She wanted it to come up organically.”

She shrugged and ducked her head again. “It’s just that… you know. A girl’s not meant to invite herself into super exclusive and mega cool clubs.”

“True,” I said. “We are a super exclusive and mega cool club.”

“So you’re OK with it? She can come?” Emma squealed in delight and hugged Little Meow so hard she nearly stumbled. “I told you!”

I beamed. Imogen finally cracked a smile, and as the others gathered around, the relief and happiness was obvious on everyone’s face.

Valeria slipped her hand into mine. “To be fair, I’ve been thinking of her as part of the team for some time now.”

“Thank you,” said Little Meow, stepping forward and bowing low. “I promise I’ll be useful.”

“Seriously?” asked Brielle, resting her weight on one hip and arching a brow. “You promise you’ll be useful? What have you been up until now?”

“Leave her alone,” said Emma, slinging an arm over Little Meow’s shoulders. “You know how she is about modesty.”

“Which is quite strange,” said Imogen, “given that she’s easily one of the most powerful individuals here.”

“I like the modesty,” I said, still grinning. “I think it’s cute. Brielle, you could learn a lot from her.”

Valeria squeezed my hand. “You know I’d die for you, but not if you purposefully court such an obvious death.”

“Firepepper enema,” said Brielle, smiling sweetly. “All I have to say.”

I clenched my buttocks reflexively. “OK. Message received.”

“You know, I like how weird you guys are,” said Little Meow. “It almost makes me feel normal myself.”

“Oh, we’ll weird you right back up,” said Emma. “But first, you need to teach me how to heal.”

“Deal,” said Little Meow, and I could hear the obvious relief and warmth in her voice. “How about we get started now? Could help with our upcoming confrontation with Enigma. Come, sit with me over here.”

The pair of them retreated to the far side of the chamber, and there engaged in earnest conversation.

Imogen rose stiffly. “When do you plan to confront the Enigma?”

“Whenever we’re ready,” I said. “Though I’m surprised. My magic reservoirs are nearly refilled.”

“Don’t be,” said Imogen. “Now that you’ve bonded with Neveah, our circle is complete. We’re all more powerful, and will be able to draw more magic into our reservoirs and channel it more fluently. I doubt Emma would have ever connected with Anahata before.”

“So that’s why it happened,” said Brielle.

“Does that mean I’ll soon develop powers of my own?” asked Valeria, and I heard the fluttering hope behind her otherwise stoic tone.

“That’s my guess,” said Imogen. “I think we can all expect to develop more rapidly moving forward. I myself have noticed an increase in my levenbolt and psyche-imperium skills.”

Brielle rolled her eyes. “Yes, yes, very impressive.”

Imogen leveled a flat look at her. “At some point you’re going to need to expand beyond your flame blade. When are you going to work with me on growing your powers?”

“Tomorrow. Definitely. Without question. All right?” Brielle flashed her a brittle smile and pushed off the wall. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I’ll - no. Wait.”

I raised an eyebrow as Brielle pinched the bridge of her nose. 

“I’m sorry,” she said. “Old reflex. I… I’ve resisted learning more because of… well. Complex reasons. But after what I went through - in the trial with Noah - those reasons shouldn’t hold me back anymore.”

And I suddenly understood. She’d never pushed herself magically because of her sister. For fear, perhaps, of not measuring up?

“My dad once told me I did the same thing,” I said. Both women looked at me in surprise. “When I would play tennis with him. He’d hit a hard shot across the court, and instead of going for it, I’d just give up. He said that I wasn’t trying for fear of failing, and that it was easier to just tell myself I could probably have gotten the ball if I’d really hustled than try and find out I couldn’t.”

“Maybe?” Brielle’s face crinkled in confusion. “Whatever tennis is. But yes. I’ve held back from learning more magic for… reasons.” She took a deep breath and pushed back her shoulders. “But I’d be honored to learn more from you, Imogen. When you have the time.”

“Wow,” said Imogen. “Yes. Of course.”

“Great. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have to go do something mean to someone to balance out that moment of maturity.” She flashed us both a smile and walked over to where Valeria and Charles were conversing.

“That was unexpected,” said Imogen, turning to watch her go.

“Tagimron’s been good for us, I think.” I paused, considering. “In a really twisted, fucked up kind of way.”

“Perhaps.”

“How are you doing? So much has happened since your trial, and I’ve spent so much of it with the others, that we’ve not really had a chance to connect. You… doing all right?”

“Yes, Noah. Though I could stand to find a new pair of spectacles. Everything’s quite blurry right now.”

“I’ll work on it. But I meant… I don’t know. Between us. We were in such a good place before. Where are we now?”

Imogen sighed. “Still good. I still love you. More than you know. It’s just that… there’s a shadow hanging over us now, cast by my previous self. The old me. And I’m working on accepting that shadow, taking it into myself, and then letting it go. It’s going to take time. And the process is making me… a little more prickly, perhaps. Less unconditional. If that makes any sense.”

“Yeah, it does. It’s like you’ve become a whole person again. And not an idealized, selfless companion who’s denying key aspects of herself.”

“Right.” Imogen pursed her lips and ground the toe of her shoe into the ground. “It’s frustrating. And complicated. I have moments of doubt, of anger, of self-disgust. I want to lash out at people, but know it’s because I’m trying to turn away from my own pain. But I’m working on it. And being with you and the others is the best medicine I can think of for this illness.”

“Good.” I studied her face. “Does this mean we can still have hot make outs?”

“Hot make outs?” Her eyebrows shot up, and then she laughed. “By the Source, I hope so. I think being railed within an inch of my life might be just what I need right now.”

“Like, right now?” 

“Mmm, yes.” She considered me, something wicked and sensual entering her gaze. “But alas. The Enigma awaits us. Perhaps we can plan for a victory fuck?”

“I’ll, ah, get my scheduler out.” Damn but she could still get under my guard like nobody’s business. “How does, um, tomorrow at two sound?”

She bit her lower lip, slowly ran her gaze up and down my body, and then finally smiled innocently up at me. “I’ll let you know. But before that. How are we getting to the Enigma? We couldn’t even pin down Neveah, much less a guy who can disappear through extra-dimensional holes at will.”

“Simple. He gave it away by accident. Come on. Let’s get everybody together and I’ll share the plan.

 

* * *

 

A couple of hours later we were ready to go. Our magical reservoirs had refilled, Little Meow had healed up the last of the cuts, bruises, and old wounds, and everyone was on the same page as to what had to be done.

Neveah led us out of the chamber, back into the tunnels, and through the maze of subterranean passages to the surface. There Thomas took over, a lifetime spent in Tagimron making him an expert in navigating the buildings and hopelessly crowded alleyways, and led us into Final Skulls territory.

Yaemon’s death had caused some measure of consternation to ripple across the fabric of his turf; if I’d not looked for it, I’d have missed it, but I saw people gathered in knots whispering to each other, Final Skull members standing around listlessly, and other signs of shock and dismay.

Nobody questioned our approach with Thomas at the lead, and a fully healed Charles by his side. We entered the same building we’d infiltrated so many months ago, climbed the stairs to the same security door, and there were admitted to the manifold production chamber without comment.

Some of the guards protested, having heard that Thomas had played a role in Yaemon’s death, but judicious applications of psyche-imperium silenced the dissenters. More importantly, I could tell the guards were adrift; without Yaemon, they didn’t know who’d rise to power, and for all they knew it could be Thomas. 

So they stepped back, and allowed us passage into the control room where the manifold had been recently reinstalled.

Technicians backed away in dismay and then scurried out of the room. Valeria closed the door behind them, and we were alone once more with the manifold.

“All right,” said Thomas, turning to us with a prim smile. “I believe I’ve performed my role in this operation.”

“Thank you,” I said, stepping forward to shake his hand. “For everything.”

“I should be thanking you, Savior. If it weren’t for your intervention and my subsequent existential crisis, I’d still be blindly following Yaemon’s orders. You will have my gratitude, always.”

And with great dignity he bowed low.

“Best of luck,” said Charles, taking my hand in his oven mitt of a paw and clapping me on the shoulder at the same time. “Been an honor of a lifetime to be of help.”

“Thanks, Charles.” I tried to squeeze back, but it was like shaking hands with a log. “I’ll never forget all you did.”

He scratched at the back of his head as he stepped back. “Aw, weren’t nothing.”

“Well then,” said Imogen, turning to me. “Are we all ready?”

“Ready,” I said, reflexively patting my hip where Shard should have been. “Let’s go get the bastard.”

“I’ll see you all above the manifold!” said Little Meow, stepping forward as we turned to face each other, joining hands and forming a circle. “I hope this works!”

Down I went into my reservoir, and there opened the apertures so that my companions could all emerge from their sanctums to join me. We formed a glowing circle, a mirror to that which we had made in real life, and then followed Imogen as she led us through, out of my reservoir and out over the roiling chromatic clouds that shielded the manifold’s core.

For what felt like an eternity we simply hung there, holding hands like a skydiving troupe, and I was beginning to fear Little Meow wasn’t going to make it when at last she appeared.

Up there! cried out Emma, and we all looked up to see Little Meow speeding down toward us, arms pressed by her sides, black hair streaming like a battle flag behind her. At the last moment she leveled out, opening her arms and legs, and Emma and Valeria reached out to take her hand and pull her into our circle.

You did it! I said, relieved and overjoyed.

That was… more exciting than I expected. Her voice was rich with exhilaration. You are an excellent teacher, Imogen. Um. Thank you.

Imogen laughed. We’re just getting started. Everybody ready to descend?

Grim nods all round. 

Follow me, Imogen said. Noah, take hold of my ankles. I’ll lead the way. Brielle, hold onto Noah’s ankles, and so forth. That will allow me to guide you all with greater precision.

I did as asked, and reached down for Imogen’s ankles even as I felt Brielle do the same with mine. A few moments later we were all connected like a great, sinuous snake, and with one final glance to make sure we were prepared, Imogen dipped her head and dove down into the clouds.

One last time we dove down between their swirling masses, following Imogen’s guidance as she speared ever faster toward the distant island, diving at a blistering speed till at last our destination appeared before us.

The archway with its gold fire. The impossibly green grass. The tiny floating island, and upon it, the cumbersome, elemental Guardian.

We let go of each other and alighted.

Hello Enigma, I said, moving forward. I want my damn sword back.

The guardian rumbled to life, orienting on me, and then shivered, shook, and shrank to become the Elegiac Enigma, costumed and bejeweled as always.

Oh dear, he said, putting a hand to his chest. I did give myself away, didn’t I? Pride doth come before the fall, and I could have sworn I had you cornered. 

Where is my sword? I demanded again, advancing toward him. 

Hmm. Yes. Shard. I’m afraid I’ve already sent it on to Lilith, you see, how terribly inconvenient -

Imogen flared with the power of her levenbolts, a dozen strands of living lightning emerging from her upturned hand to arc down and fountain around the Enigma, trapping him within a scintillating cage that immediately began to tighten.

Oh really, my dear, there’s no need for such theatrics! Do you think me constrained by such antics here of all places?

And he appeared outside the cage without passing through the bars.

In fact, I believe I shall bid you all goodbye. It’s been quite amusing, I must admit, but I do have other duties, and can’t spend all day chatting. You shall never see me again, my friends. He bowed low, arm outflung. I hope you enjoy spending the rest of your lives in Tagimron. Goodbye.

And with that he vanished, leaving us alone on the island.

Shit, said Valeria. I should have shot him with Lizbeth’s crossbow when I had the chance.

What do we do? asked Emma, voice a little wild. If we can’t hurt him here, and can’t pin him down in Tagimron -?

Frustration arose within me. All that work. All that time spent passing his trials. For him to break his word? To simply disregard the rules of the game, and decide to avoid us forevermore? 

My friends were looking at each other, at a loss. Even Imogen seemed defeated, removing her spectacles to rub wearily at one eye.

Wait, I said. Hold on. He can’t do that.

It looks like he just did, said Brielle.

No, I mean, he literally can’t do that. Right? I mean, even in the trials he couldn’t do whatever he wanted. He had to follow the rules of the manifold. Of the challenge. There had to be a way for us to pass each one. He couldn’t just kill us, or keep us imprisoned, and you know he would have if he could.

Right? Brielle frowned. So?

So, I think the same still applies. The rules worked inside the trials. Which meant the manifold saw the trials as somehow legit. We beat him, and we’re now back in the manifold. So… something tells me he still has to come through and deliver, even if he doesn’t want to. At least while he’s in here. 

Possible, said Imogen, replacing her broken glasses. The manifold is an artifact of the Source, even if the Enigma is still using it. He can’t bend it completely to his will.

Perhaps it’s like a compact? Little Meow looked from Imogen to me. He made a deal with the manifold on some level to use its abilities, but in turn has to respect its rules?

Or its respect of the rules, said Imogen.

Which means we can still find a way to force him to follow through, I said, hope burning brightly in my chest. We just have to figure out how to make him pay up.

There’s the rub, said Valeria, resting the crossbow on one shoulder. If he can just sidestep Imogen’s levenbolts…?

Then it can’t be a simply direct attack, said Emma slowly, working it out. We have to use the logic of this place, the rules, to make him do what we want. Right?

All right, said Imogen. But how?

We stood in silence upon that little island, the archway burning before us, the clouds roiling far above. We’d beaten Enigma at his own game. He’d lost, yet he’d run away. Had he left the manifold?

Something tells me he’s still here, I said. That the manifold won’t let him go till he’s paid up. 

Why do you think that? asked Valeria.

I’m not sure. Intuition. If it was the manifold forcing Enigma to follow the rules within the trials, then I just feel like it would force him now to remain and allow us to escape. So he’s avoiding us, but I think he was lying when he said we’d never see him again. 

Little Meow crossed her arms over her chest. Then if we can’t use force against him, how else can we corner him?

Silence again as we stood deep in thought.

Why not, said Imogen, and lowered herself to one knee to place her hand on the vivid green grass. She closed her eyes, concentrated, and then her face lit up with a smile.

And? demanded Emma.

I can sense him. He’s very close by, but somehow all around us as well. But I can sense him. 

That’s annoyingly vague, said Brielle.

But it’s more than that, said Imogen, rising to her feet and lifting her fingertips to her brow. Somehow we’re connected to him through these circles of gold. I think he made a mistake. He thought we’d never pass the trials, didn’t think we’d all reach gold. But now that we did, I think there’s a way to activate that bond so that we can follow it toward him.

Like how you found Emma and Valeria back on Ghogiel? I asked.

Precisely. Instead of using your bond to Emma, I’ll use ours to Enigma. Send an active pulse of geomancy along it to reveal his location, and Harmiel to pierce his obfuscation.

Harmiel can do that? asked Little Meow. 

Imogen gave a one-shouldered shrug. I found a way to bend it to my will back in Ghogiel. I believe so, yes. Once I activate this, it should make the five of us companions aware of his location. We’ll then have to corner him before I run out of power.

How do we corner him? asked Valeria. He escaped your lightning cage with ease.

Imogen fell silent.

The rules of the manifold, I said. We have to use them against him.

We don’t know what they are, said Brielle. Not explicitly.

But we can guess. I bit my lower lip and stared at the archway. It won’t be force. It’ll be…

The gold rings, said Emma suddenly. I mean, they’re our symbols of victory, right?

Right? asked Brielle.

So - I mean - they’re rings, right? And what is a ring but an enclosure? Maybe if the five of us surround him, he’ll be trapped by the signs of our victory? Or maybe the manifold will see it as such, and no longer allow him to escape?

Nods all around.

Worth a shot, I said. Imogen? Ready?

I’ll need a moment. It should be easier this time round for my having done it once before, but still.

She sat cross-legged on the grass and closed her eyes.

We waited, impatient, and then, without warning, 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. It flew right at me, faster than I could react, and passed into me through my chest.

Into my core, down into my reservoir, and without needing to close my eyes or dive inside, I sensed Imogen’s magic flow through my bonds to each of my companions, into their sanctums, and there disappear.

Valeria, Brielle, Emma, and Neveah all shuddered, their eyes going wide.

What just happened? asked Little Meow.

I can sense him, said Valeria with grim satisfaction. She raised her arm, swung it back and forth like a forked divining rod, and then stopped, her finger pointing at the archway. Through there.

Oh great, moaned Emma. Of course it had to be.

We have to hurry, said Imogen, voice taut. I’m burning through a lot of magic to keep this going for all five of us.

I moved to the archway. I couldn’t feel Enigma’s presence, but I didn’t have to. My companions would do the hunting for me. In that case, let’s corner that motherfucker.

And I stepped through.

Right into combat. I’d emerged into the killing field between Japhar’s walls. Immortals, Dog Soldiers, and Battle Sisters were fighting desperately to hold back a tidal wave of babashti that were pouring down the inside of the third wall which had obviously been overrun. Screams, the sound of metal on chitin, bellowed commands, madness all round.

I swept up a battered blade and unleashed a battery of levenbolts at a score of babashti coming our way even as my companions emerged from the portal behind me. A monstrous rhino-like helldog came sprinting toward me, tearing up the dirt with each surge, only to be barreled aside as a Battle Sister in Wraithbone armor plowed into its side.

“There!” shouted Neveah, extending Morghothilim to point toward the fourth wall behind us. “He’s fleeing!”

I tore my gaze from the battle before us to see the berobed and masked form of the Enigma forcing his way up a wooden ladder to the fourth wall’s parapet, hurling Immortals aside as he glanced back at us in what I thought was fear.

“Fighting retreat,” shouted Valeria. “Close ranks!”

Babashti were coming at us in waves. Imogen had lowered her chin as she cast forth withering banks of levenbolts that tore up the killing field and burst endless numbers of the demons, and Brielle’s blade whoomphed into flame just in time to sever a babashti in twain as it fell upon us.

“Mother Superior!” shouted a Battle Sister off to the side, relief and amazement in her voice. It was Kirilla, I saw. “To me!” she screamed. “To me, Sisters! The Mother Superior needs our help!”

And god damn if my skin didn’t break out in goosebumps as I saw Valeria’s eyes go wide with shock and then film over with tears as Battle Sisters tore themselves free of their engagements to form a protective wall before us.

“We must move!” shouted Neveah, turning to lead the way back toward the fourth wall. 

Out of the maelstrom to our left broke free a massive, armored figure, his plate armor thick and black as sin, a dog’s head emblazoned on his torn and bleeding surcoat. He wielded a war hammer in each hand, and his helm had been knocked clear, revealing the granite features of Garvid the Warmaster.

The battle seemed to slow as we met each other’s gaze, and then the older man gave a nod that seemed to hold a universe’s worth of respect and acknowledgement in that single gesture. “Go get the bastard,” he roared, and then turned to hold our left flank. “You’ve earned it, Dog Priest!”

My chest filled with emotion as I retreated toward the fourth wall with the others, hurling levenbolts alongside Imogen, hurrying to keep up with Neveah. Men and women fell away from the ladder as Valeria turned to gaze up its sturdy height, their awe obvious as they bowed to their Mother Superior, and then Valeria led the way up, moving so quickly she seemed to fly.

I did fly. Grabbed Emma under the arms, tapped Manipura, and together we surged up to the parapet where thousands of soldiers were loosing arrows at the hordes below, preparing themselves for the onslaught. I saw no signs of fear, of panic. Just grim determination, and then my heart almost stopped as every soldier paused to look up at me as one, the motion almost mechanical, and nod to me with grave respect before turning their attentions back to the babashti.

I swallowed a lump in my throat and scanned the wall top for the Enigma - there! A swirl of his cloak as he tore open a door at the wall’s end and dove into the darkness beyond.

Together we raced after him, Emma and I flying over the chaos, my friends threading their way through the tightly packed soldiers, and reached the fourth wall’s far end. The door was massively reinforced with iron bands and studs, meant to withstand all manner of abuse, but Valeria rushed forward, seized it with both hands, and tore it open as if it were weightless.

Without a word, she dove inside, and Emma and I followed after.

Only to emerge in the great courtyard before the towers of Imogen’s academy. The massive slate flagstones were slick with rain, the spear-topped walls loomed high above us, and the skies were dark with storm clouds. 

Shock and repressed memories burst free of my depths, images of torment and abuse flooding my mind, but Emma took my hand and squeezed it tight just as I began to falter. Valeria slowed, stopped, cast around, and as the others emerged beside us she raised her arm and pointed at a giant door leading into one of the great halls.

“Through there,” she said, voice low with hatred. “He’s running still.”

Imogen moved to the fore, her face waxen, her features drawn. “Then we must find him,” she said, and ran forward five steps only to falter to a halt as a leather-clad woman emerged through the same doorway.

Long black hair fell in waves halfway down her back. In her black leather getup, she looked halfway between the mother superior of a nunnery and a dominatrix. Several belts were wrapped around her broad hips, buckles gleaming silver, more buckles holding what looked like a corset together down her front, heavy black sleeves ending just after the elbows but hanging down past her wrists. A leather skirt draped one leg all the way down to her boots, while the other was exposed right up to the hip, a black leather thigh-high boot hugging her leg as if painted on. 

“Abbess Miriam,” said Imogen, voice hollow with fear. 

“What are you doing here, novices?” The abbess’ voice caused fear to ripple down my spine. By the gods she was powerful, her presence as palpable as an ever-expanding wave of force, her tone peremptory, her beauty perilous. “Imogen? You surprise me. I thought you’d finally learned your lesson.”

We bunched up behind Imogen, who was gulping over and over again in an attempt to catch her breath.

Neveah stepped past her, Morghothilim gleaming darkly in her hands. “I’ve heard about you,” she said, voice low, lethal. “A sadistic bitch who delights in tormenting those weaker than her. Why don’t you try me on for size.”

Abbess Miriam raised an eyebrow. “Interesting. You think yourself my equal?”

“One way to find out.” And Neveah darted to the side, going from a walk to a full-out sprint in less than a second - and disappeared into the shadows beneath the closest wall.

“Freeze, all of you,” commanded the abbess, and though I felt her will crash against me, I didn’t lock up. Instead, the four amulets against psyche-imperium all heated up at once, and I felt one of them shatter.

I hurled a levenbolt at the abbess, more as a distraction than a real attack, even as Valeria squeezed off a shot from Lizbeth’s crossbow and Brielle raced forward, burning blade raised high. Little Meow moved behind us, Emma drew her own blade and enveloped it with coruscating crackles of electricity, but before any of us could draw close, Neveah burst out from the darkness behind the abbess to stab at her back with her blade.

She missed.

Laughing, Abbess Miriam rose up into the air, faster than thought, her form swirling with dark clouds, black fire engulfing her hands. Her eyes gleamed with something akin to lust, but before she could speak, Imogen stepped forward.

“Enough, abbess. Let us pass.”

The older woman raised an eyebrow. “And why should I do that? You are out past hours.”

“No,” said Imogen, shaking her head with something akin to sorrow. “We aren’t. We are exactly where we are meant to be, and have earned the right to be here.”

The abbess lowered her arms, the black flames fading away. Considered Imogen, her hauntingly beautiful features turning pensive, and then she gave a reluctant nod. “Yes. That is true. As loath as I am to admit it. You have earned the right to pass on.”

Imogen took a deep, shuddering breath, squared her shoulders, and began to march across the courtyard.

“Novice.” The abbess’ voice was a whipcrack. Imogen froze, looked up with reflexive fear.

“Yes, abbess?”

For a long, terrible moment the older woman simply considered her, and then a smile carved her wide, sensual lips into a curve. “Well done.”

Imogen shuddered, her shoulders hunching, but then I saw her master herself, force herself to stand tall once more. She gave the hovering abbess a nod, then passed beneath her, past where Neveah stood, and led us through the huge doorway into the hall beyond.

We emerged into a war camp on Ghogiel. Ashes were falling from the sky, swirling down into the campfires around which miserable clumps of men sat, staring into the flames. Tents rose swaybacked around us, and I could see shadowed figures patrolling the perimeter. In the center rose a larger tent - Orison’s, no doubt, the earlier incarnation of Victor - and then Ilandro was there, striding toward us, face grave, eyes locked on Neveah.

Beyond him, a few tents down, Enigma stood, his mask carved into an expression of glee.

“Karesh vulgradim aktar melos,” he said, voice crashing with power, but before I could scream out a warning, even as terror surged up my throat like a corpse bursting free of its grave, Neveah burst forward, gliding out over the ashen ground, and swung Morghothilim in a fell sweep, cleaving Ilandro’s head clear from his shoulders. 

“Shut the fuck up,” she hissed, then oriented on the Enigma. 

Who blanched, his whole body going stiff, only to turn and dive into the tent beside him.

I shared a horrified glance with Imogen, both of us shaken by what had almost come to pass, but then as one we all ran after Neveah, and dove into the same tent into which Enigma had passed.

We emerged into a large, bleak castle chamber, the floor covered in dry rushes, arrow-slit windows affording us a glimpse of rolling pastures beyond, the walls bedecked with richly colored tapestries. Brielle’s home, I realized, a room I’d never seen before.

The Enigma was seated at the end of a large trestle table whose length was loaded with platters of rich food and a dozen pitchers of wine. He tapped his chin, and rose.“No, the mood’s not quite right. One moment.”

The table disappeared, the benches, and in its place appeared a circular desk whose surface was carved with the Tree of Life, the spheres joined by channels of gold.

“There,” he said. “Better. It seems you all are quite determined to have this little chat. Rather than insist on more undignifed scurrying and running away, I thought we could talk like civilized people. Yes? So. Let’s take care of the preliminaries.”

And he snapped his fingers. 

Immediately, the golden circles fell from the brows of my companions to the floor, where they spun and remained spinning, defying the laws of physics. 

Where they had been embedded there was now no mark or blemish.

Imogen let out a gasp, and I felt the current of magic that had been passing from her to the other four through my reservoir cease.

“I suppose I can be the bigger man and admit you passed my tests. Fair is fair, at least here within the manifold, and thus your circles are removed. I advise you to hold onto them, by the way; your natures have purified them to genuine gold, and they may serve as symbols of your own inner strength during darker times.”

“No, thank you,” said Brielle, voice icy with disdain. “I think we’ve learned by now not to accept gifts from the agents of Lilith.”

The Enigma shrugged. “I thought you’d refuse. Ah well, you can lead a horse to water and all that. Now -”

I cut in. “Where is my sword?”

“But I told you -”

Somehow I knew he was lying. Instinct, intuition, or perhaps some Source-induced connection that I’d never really noticed before now. But I knew it wasn’t gone, knew it with the same certainty that I had about being alive. 

“Enigma. I won’t ask again.”

My companions drew themselves up alongside me. Neveah had Morghothilim in hand. Lightning flickered from Imogen’s palms. Brielle drew her blade, which incandesced with flame. Valeria and Emma drew their weapons and lowered themselves into combat crouches. Only Little Meow held back, no weapon at her hip.

“Oh, you’re no fun!” The Enigma shook his head in dismay. “Can you blame a paragon of Lilith from trying to curry a little favor with her after failing abjectly to stop the source of her destruction from proceeding along the Tree of Death? Surely not! But very well, here it is.”

And he reached out and drew Shard from the very air, like some fabulous magician’s trick, unsheathing it from nothingness, and tossed it over to me.

I caught it by the hilt, and immediately caused the blade to glow gold. It was my sword all right, not some fake duplicate, and a sense of being whole once more suffused me.

“What, no gratitude? Saviors these days.”

“Why aren’t you fighting us?” asked Valeria, clearly mystified.

“My dear, I already have. Each of you has entered a personal arena of my devising and emerged triumphant. Unless you mean, why am I not engaging in fisticuffs right now? Because I’m not martially inclined, and prefer to keep my head on my shoulders, and am aware of when I am beat. You even found me here, within the depths of the manifolds, where I am wont to while away the years in pleasure gardens of my own devising. Why by all the stars would I risk losing that forever by trying to slap you six around? No, that isn’t my way. I am defeated, and admit as such!”

“I don’t trust him,” said Imogen.

“Ah, but that’s the beauty of our situation! You don’t have to. After all, what do you wish now more than anything? To proceed with your journey, am I right? To leave dull Tagimron behind to its petty gang warfare and borderline starvation? Well, I’m the guardian of the ways. The master of the manifolds. Only with my help can you leave this place, for none of you have the mastery necessary to open a portal with their aid. This I am willing to do, and send you on your way.”

“Leaving you alive behind us,” I said.

“Indubitably.” He blinked owlishly behind the holes in his grinning mask. “Would I have it any other way? Au contraire! I live to fight another day, and can honestly tell Lilith I did my very best to bend you all over your own tailor-made barrels and ream you in the ass. Alas that I didn’t ream you harder. But what can you do? I’ll take my slap on the wrist when it comes.”

I glanced at my companions. “What do you think?”

“There’s a logic to his words,” said Imogen reluctantly. “We need to pass on. The manifolds were what powered the permanent gates before. And we don’t know how to harness their power by ourselves.”

“I do love a smart woman,” said the Enigma. “She’s right, you know. You don’t have to trust me. You just need me to send you on down the river to become someone else’s problem.”

“I want to kill him,” said Valeria, voice low and grim. “For what he did to me.”

“Oh come, that was highly impersonal on my part.” He waved a hand at her, dismissing the intensity of her words. “You think I actually care about your foibles and hang-ups? No! It was just work, my dear, another day in the coal mines for me. Let’s let bygones be bygones, and fixate on what matters most: getting you the hell out of Tagimron.”

“Very well,” I said. “Open the damn gate and we’ll be on our way.”

“Ah, joy! A man of reason and rationale. I love it. Yes, let us proceed with this as quickly as -”

Neveah appeared behind the Enigma, emerging as if from nowhere, and swung Morghothilim down with the speed of thought itself, cleaving off the masked man’s right arm at the shoulder. 

The Enigma screamed, a cry of sheer agony as his arm simply disappeared, and clutched his remaining hand to his wounded shoulder.

“There,” said Neveah, voice cold as death. “My pound of flesh for your enjoying what you did to me.”

“You bitch! You foolish, thoughtless, murderous monster!” The Enigma staggered away, still clutching at where his arm had been. “And you expect me to help you now? Argh! I’ll be damned if -”

Neveah glide stepped up to him, raising Morghothilim so that it’s six-foot length covered the distance between them, tip right under the Enigma’s chin.

“What did you call me?” she asked.

“I… Noah. Can you call off your hound? This is… unreasonable to the extreme… and unprofitable to us both… Noah?”

I rubbed my chin. The Enigma was right. It was rational and logical to leave him alive behind us, to use his aid in proceeding with our journey. He was a smaller evil in the grand scheme of things, and when we beat Lilith, he’d pay for the suffering he’d caused here in Tagimron.

And yet.

I thought of the vast, seething city of Tagimron. The misery and pain. The starvation and gang warfare. How much of that was Enigma’s doing? How much of the horror and lack of trust, the despair and inhumanity had come about through his cultivation?

“Be practical,” whispered Enigma. “Don’t strand yourself here.”

And I shivered. I’d heard that somewhere before, something like it, at least. Victor. Back in Ghogiel. His whispers. The lesser evil. The necessary sacrifices. He’d attempted to erode my very morality with such compromises, making lesser evils acceptable in pursuit of the greater good.

Well, I’d learned my lesson.

“Go ahead,” I told Neveah. “Do it.”

“Noah! What -”

The Enigma managed to say no more. Neveah flicked her wrist, supple and sure, and Morghothilim’s tip cut through his neck.

The Enigma didn’t even manage to scream before flickering out of existence.

“Damn right,” said Valeria, and spat on the floor.

“Um,” said Little Meow. “I know that felt good to everyone here, but… what do we do now?”

Imogen walked up to the circular table and stared down at the Tree of Death, as the Enigma had called it. “Here. The map. Perhaps it’s a key.”

We all clustered around it, studying its layout. It was beautifully carved into a dark, smooth wood, the channels filled with precious metals, the names of the spheres written in beautiful calligraphy.

I stared at where we were: Tagimron. From there, we could go to Gharab, Gomaliel, or Samael. 

“Look,” said Emma, reaching down to trace something with her fingers. “See here? A circle carved into the wood.”

“Five of them,” said Brielle, glancing about the edge of the table. 

“And each the same size as the gold rings that fell from our foreheads,” continued Emma, growing excited. “Right? Perhaps they’re keys to our passing through? Keys which would only work once we turned them to gold?”

“Worth a shot,” said Imogen, and everyone scooped up their spinning circles which stilled once they lay in their palms.

One by one they placed their golden rings in the carved circles, and with each one that was pressed down the feeling of power and potential grew in the air.

When Valeria, the last to do so, placed hers in the remaining circle, the thrum that resonated in the air was almost unbearable. 

But nothing happened.

“You have to do something, Noah,” said Imogen. “The rings represent us, but you’re not on the map.”

“Ok.” I studied the table. The rings didn’t perfectly encircle the map; there was a larger gap just above the head of the table, where Kether should have been, though the circle there was called Thaumiel instead. I edged around the table to it, and saw a slot just before that final sphere.

Studied it. Unsure. Then drew Shard, reversed my grip on the hilt, and lowered the tip into the slot.

The blade lit up with gold light, which flooded forth across the map, turning the names in each sphere to gold and reverting them to their original Tree of Life state: Kether, Binah, Tiphareth -

Then each ring caught fire with golden light, and caused a column of slender fire to rise up to the ceiling, wondrous to behold.

Every sphere on the map began to pulse but for Kether and Malkuth, each at the head and bottom of the map.

“Tagimron connects to almost every sphere,” said Imogen softly, “as Tephiroth embodied the harmony of mind and heart working together. From here we can go almost anywhere.”

“Tell us about Samael, Gomaliel, and Gharab again,” I said.

Imogen gave a curt nod and smoothed down her French maid’s dress. “Gharab is the opposite of Chesed, the sphere of victory and triumph over opposing forces. Creation has given birth to the fundamental forces of attraction and rejection which can now unfold harmonically. Its Qlipothic state is thus of opposing forces without the influence of wisdom and mildness, where Creation produces life carelessly, destroying it as soon as nurturing it.”

“Not appealing,” said Emma.

“Samael is the dark mirror of Hod, which holds the principle of fluctuation, and reflects the fluidity and flexibility of our thinking mind. Samael thus is about blinding us, making us unauthentic, a world of illusions and lies. The negative fluctuations of our minds.”

“Also not appealing,” said Emma.

“Last is Gomaliel, which reflects Yesod, the sphere whose analogy in its place on the Tree of Life are the human genitals, a correlation which expresses the act of creation, where fundamental forces are birthed. Its Qlipothic aspect is distorted or destructive fertility. The sexual urge that is never satisfied but always demanding newer and stronger stimulation, consuming vitality and creativity without offering anything in return.”

“Not going there,” said Brielle.

“Nope,” said Emma. 

“Agreed,” I said. “Let’s avoid the hellscape of insatiable soul-destroying lust. I’m also tired of illusions and lies - Tagimron had enough of those to last us a lifetime. Gharab, anybody?”

Imogen nodded grimly. “It would be an inversion of the forces of victory, the reconciliation of the fundamental forces of life. I can’t guess what that would look like, exactly, but I know that those who work Lilith’s way there are called the Ravens of Death.”

“The Ravens of Death,” I said. “Nice. Catchy. Sound like good people.” Emma elbowed me in the ribs. “Still, better than infernal lust and more lies and illusions. Anybody disagree?”

Nobody did. Nobody looked exactly thrilled, but then again, there weren’t really any good options on the table.

“All right,” I said, and reached out my hand to the sphere of Gharab. “Here we go.”

I lowered my hand. The golden light flared around my palm, and then all the vibrating power in the air rose to a peak and fell away as a hovering portal of gold fire appeared before us. 

I took a deep breath. Here it was. Escape from Tagimron at long last. I held out my hand, and Emma took it. One by one the others formed a chain, till all were united.

“Here we go,” I said, moving toward the portal. “And may the Source have mercy on our souls.”

One last deep breath, and I stepped through. 

 

 

THE END

Glossary

 

The Sanskaras

 

First Sanskara: Muladhara (moo-lad-hah-rah) is the center of stability, security, and our basic needs. Located between the genitals and the anus, it is the foundation and root of all power. When one connects to this sanskara, they feel safe and fearless.

	Offensive magics (Levenbolt, Fire, Heavenfire, Shadowbolt, etc)

	Stealth/Shadow

 

 

Second Sanskara: The Svadhisthana (s’vad-his-thah-nah) sanskara is the center of creativity and sexuality. Located behind the navel, it is responsible for creative expression, especially when it comes to sexually bonding with others.

	Green Path

	Seduction


 

 

Third Sanskara: The Manipura (man-ee-poor-ah) sanskara is the center of personal power, strength, and vitality. It is located between the navel and the breastbone. 

	Flight

	Protean/Celerity/Fortitude


 

 

The Fourth Sanskara: Anahata (anna-hah-tah) forges the connection between Matter and Spirit and is located at the heart. It is the middle of the seven sanskaras and unites the lower three to the upper sanskaras of spirit. The fourth is also spiritual but serves as a bridge between a mage’s body, mind, emotions, and spirit. The heart sanskara is the source of love and connection.

	Healing

	Wards


 

 

Fifth Sanskara: The Vishuddha (vih-shoo-dah) is the fifth sanskara, located in the area of the throat. This is the source of verbal expression and the ability to speak one’s highest truth. 

	Psyche-Imperium


 

 

Sixth Sanskara: The Ajna (ah-j’na) sanskara is located in between the eyebrows. It is also referred to as the “third eye” sanskara. Ajna is the center of intuition, and allows the perception of that which lies beyond the mortal realm.

	Geomancy

	Oneiromancy


 

 

Seventh Sanskara: The Sahaswara (sah-as-warra) sanskara or the “thousand petal lotus” sanskara is located at the crown of the head. This is the sanskara of enlightenment and spiritual connection to one’s higher selves, others, and ultimately, to the Source.

	Focused Mind


	Alchemy


Glossary

 

The Tree of Life and Death
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Kether

 

Kether represents the first and purest emanation of the Source, the first moment of creation, and marks the moment of first motion, before that energy turns into form, self, or matter. It is the highest point that can be conceptualized, yet it cannot be understood by rational minds. It is the single point upon which all variations and aspects of reality converge, the crown of the Tree of Life, and final home to Bastion, where the followers of the Source seek to keep Lilith’s followers at bay.

 

Ghogiel

 

The realm of Ghogiel was once Chokmah, the male aspect of Kether, known as ‘the father’ and the realm of wisdom. It represented the overflowing of divine energy, the unshaped forces of creation. Chokmah could be seen as the point of origin of all dynamics and the beginning of perception. As Ghogiel, however, it is turned into a realm that is antagonistic to creative potential and motion. Its nature is defined by its tendency to block, to inhibit, and represents the death of the first seed of creation.

 

Satoriel

 

Formerly known as Binah, the ‘mother’ to Chokmah’s ‘father’. There the divine energies were shaped and balanced, given structure and form. Its opposite is Satoriel, which represents the death of creative energy in pursuit of endless, lifeless structure. It is a realm where shapes and forms cloud the true nature of reality, where the essence of things are lost and perception is twisted. 

 

Belial

 

Belial was once Daath, the sphere of knowledge. It stemmed from the union of Chokmah and Binah, and is why knowledge is called ‘the son of wisdom and intelligence’. There is much to Daath that provoked scholars, who debated its place in the tree of life, but it is said to have been the secret entrance and exit point from the first triad—Kether, Chokmah, and Binah—to the next three spheres in the tree of life. 

Similarly, its Qlipothic version, Belial, is the gateway through which Lilith’s forces assaulted the First Triad, the secret path that allowed them to slip past defenses. If Daath is knowledge, Belial is the blockage of such, making the pursuit of knowledge an end in and of itself. When the desire to learn becomes lust for information, when greed for knowledge overcomes all, one loses the ability to continue one’s spiritual journey and becomes trapped in the ivory tower of secret information. That knowledge is sterile, and Belial takes the value of knowledge—which should be a portal from one state of being to another—and turns it into a dead end.

 

Golohab

 

Golohab is the Qlipothic aspect of Geburah, where the universal forces of giving shape and form compressed to become the severity of a court of justice. As Geburah’s opposite, Golohab exhibits the mindless and merciless violence which judges according to biased standards, it is wrath and fury against life, a realm of judgement and merciless violence, a realm of anger and fire. 

 

Gha Agsheblah

 

Gha Agsheblah is 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.

 

Tagimron

 

Tagimron is the Qlipothic aspect of Tiphareth that seeks in every way to conceal instead of unveiling beauty. Its 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. Enemies will take any shape and manifest in any force that creates confusion rather than fusion of heart and mind.

 

Samael

 

Samael is the dark mirror of Hod, which holds the principle of fluctuation, and reflects the fluidity and flexibility of our thinking mind. Samael thus is about blinding those who consider it, making them unauthentic, creating a world of illusions and lies. 

 

Gharab

 

Gharab is the opposite of Chesed, the sphere of victory and triumph over opposing forces. Creation has given birth to the fundamental forces of attraction and rejection which can now unfold harmonically. Its Qlipothic state is thus of opposing forces without the influence of wisdom and mildness, where Creation produces life carelessly, destroying it as soon as nurturing it.

 

Gomaliel

 

Gomaliel, which reflects Yesod, the sphere whose analogy in its place on the Tree of Life are the human genitals, a correlation which expresses the act of creation, where fundamental forces are birthed. Its Qlipothic aspect is distorted or destructive fertility. The sexual urge that is never satisfied but always demanding newer and stronger stimulation, consuming vitality and creativity without offering anything in return.

 

Malkuth

 

Malkuth is the tenth Qlipothic sphere and the only point outside of or below the three Triads. It cannot thus be described as a single reflection of any of the corrupted others, but rather a reflection of all nine, as the concentration and materialization of all preceding emanations of the demonic to a single point. The shape and influence of Malkuth is thus one and many at the same time. Herein dwells Lilith, biding her time till Kether falls, upon which time she shall at last emerge and claim Kether as Thaumiel for herself. 

Thanks for grabbing a copy of The Manifold.

 

Want to know when the sequel drops? 

Join Mike’s mailing list. No spam. No sharing your email. 

 

Plus you’ll receive a free PDF of the artwork that inspired Mike Truk’s harem members. 
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Want to see what concept art inspired Imogen? Brielle? And learn a little more about where the character concepts came from?

 

SIGN UP HERE.

 

Also, you can join Mike’s Patreon to get access to early chapters, concept art, and his writing journal here.
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