
        
            
                
            
        

    
 

 

 

THE RAVENS OF DEATH

 

Book 4

 

of the

 

 

Tsun-Tsun TzimTzum Series

 

By Mike Truk

 

 

 

 

 

Cold eyelids that hide like a jewel

      Hard eyes that grow soft for an hour;

The heavy white limbs, and the cruel

      Red mouth like a venomous flower;

When these are gone by with their glories,

      What shall rest of thee then, what remain,

O mystic and sombre Dolores,

      Our Lady of Pain?

 

~ Algernon Swinburne, Dolores

Chapter 1

 

 

 

Dissolution. The white light of the portal flooded my being, pouring into the interstices of my soul in what felt like an attempt to erase my very sense of self. I opened my mouth to scream, but had no voice; there was only the void, a great rushing as if I fell an incalculable distance. Then, just when I thought I could no longer bear it, I coalesced, becoming myself once more.

The view was breathtaking. I stood on a street of slate; brutal buildings of similar black stone rose around me, but between them, I could espy a stunning vista. A city had been built atop a shattered mountain peak, erected upon great islands of stone. They emerged from slowly churning rivers of cloud that poured like ancient rivers between them.

The street in which I’d appeared overlooked the bulk of the city, so that at a glance I saw ramparts, arching bridges that crossed the cloud chasms, towers of both stone and scaffolding, perilous walkways, cramped squares, and clustered buildings. 

The morning sun had but risen, clearing the mountain ranges that cupped the city in their center like the ragged lip of a broken stone bowl; the light was aureate, setting the clouds aflame, and bathing the cruel, impossible city in a tender light. The air was frigid and rarefied, so thin that I couldn’t smell much despite the plumes of black smoke that arose from scores of workshops and smithies below.

Valeria appeared beside me, blinking away the pain of her crossing even as she raised Lizbeth’s magic crossbow and swung it from side to side, seeking an enemy.

We weren’t alone. A dozen cloaked figures stood, talking to each other in disparate groups, or walked alone along the street. They had turned to regard my arrival with marked surprise; I saw pale faces, jet black hair, and piercing eyes beneath their heavy cowls. All were dressed in elegant if understated finery, and bore themselves with severe confidence that hinted at their power and wealth.

Brielle appeared beside Valeria, manifesting from a flare of white light as if being born from a star.

“By the Source, I loathe traveling by portal,” she hissed, bringing her blade up in readiness. 

A knot of three strangers stood closest to us, and one of their number stepped forward, arms slightly extended from his sides as if emphasizing that he bore no weapons. His face was patrician, skin pale as milk, his eyes heavy-lidded with irises of a blue so pale they were nearly white themselves. Beneath his thick cloak I glimpsed black scale mail, so beautifully wrought it hung as naturally as a tunic.

“Greetings,” he said, voice a cultured baritone that was undercut by a hint of hesitancy. “Welcome to Ur-Gharab. Who -”

Neveah appeared utterly untroubled when she appeared, her hand on her dread blade’s hilt, to immediately step out wide and sweep both lengths of the street with her gaze.

The man’s bloodless gaze narrowed. 

Not everyone was dressed in similar finery, I realized; several individuals farther down the street wore tunics belted at the waist that hung to mid-thigh, collars of slender metal about their necks. Two of these bowed to a robed individual that stood before them, then turned to sprint off down the street.

Messengers? Sent to call for help?

The patrician’s gaze turned pensive. “You appear by means of a major portal. From where do you come? What is your business in Ur-Gharab?”

Imogen appeared next, and she immediately dropped to one knee, placing her hand on the ground. Geomancy. 

Emma stepped through immediately after, Victor’s blade in her hand, a grimace on her face as she mastered the disorientation.

“A veritable invasion,” said one of the two companions with whom he’d been speaking, her voice light with amusement. “Beware, Emelias.”

The slightest flicker of annoyance crossed the patrician’s face, but it was gone as quickly as it appeared. 

“Greetings,” I said, fighting to keep my tone from being overly wary, and failing. What to say next? Who were these people? Friend or foe? 

Who was I kidding? Foes, of course. 

“We’re just passing through,” I said. “Not looking for any trouble. We’ll be on our way.”

The man smiled, the expression completely devoid of warmth. “And leave us without satisfying our curiosity? That would be the height of cruelty, good sir. Come. I am Emelias el-Elenduil, humble citizen of this glorious city. And yourselves? Tell me your names and place of origin. What harm in being civil?”

Imogen rose to her feet, dusting her hand on her thigh. “There are people in the buildings,” said Imogen, rising to her feet as Little Meow appeared, the last and newest member of our party. “Not many, but none of the buildings around us are outright abandoned. No tunnels below us. Street runs along a ridge, nothing to either side. It's either forward or backward.”

“We’re running short on time,” said Valeria. “They’ve sent for reinforcements. Do we retreat?”

“Retreat?” asked Emelias. “You speak with the language of war. Why presume violence? Be at ease, my friends. If you are new to the city, I would be pleased to answer your questions.” His smile grew predatory. “But first, who are you?”

I glanced behind us. A half-dozen pale strangers had formed a loose cordon a score of yards behind us. None stood in a threatening posture, but they’d moved to block the street. Others with collars about their necks had moved back to stand against the buildings, removing themselves from possible danger. 

“Please excuse our caution,” I said, aware of how little time we had left. “Experience has taught us mistrust. We’re going to walk away now. Please don’t try to stop us.”

Emelias’s female companion drew back her hood, revealing a hauntingly beautiful visage; her lustrous black hair was held in a high topknot by a bronze tube, her features were elfin, her lips a coral pink. Her cloak was adorned by a cluster of raven feathers at each shoulder which, combined with her bronze scale armor, gave her a martial, menacing air; this was only emphasized by the quality of her gaze, which was at once knowing and mocking, utterly without fear. 

“I’ve never seen you fail so quickly as a host,” she said, moving forward to join Emelias. “Your sweet words are driving them away. If they reject the hand of fellowship, then perhaps it's time for the lash.”

“Now, now, Isossa,” said Emelias with a touch of asperity.

“I’ll let you guys figure that out,” I said. “Good day.”

Turning, I led my companions toward the cordon of cloaked strangers, hands resting on Shard’s pommel.

Valeria raised her crossbow to her shoulder once more, while Brielle and Emma held their blades down by their sides.

“This is going to get messy,” said Imogen, voice low and intense. “We begin fighting, there’s no telling how much of the city we’ll have to kill. And I can sense strong magic in these people. Very strong. Be careful.”

I forced a genial smile to my lips as I approached the man who held the center of the line. I didn’t rush but made my intention clear; his was as striking and pale a face as the others, and a memory, a familiarity, tickled at the corners of my mind. Where had I met their like before?

But there was no time to tease out the memory. For a tense second, I thought he would hold his ground, but then with a mocking bow, he stepped aside. 

I led my companions through and down the street, striding swiftly, but didn’t need Imogen’s geomancy to know the strangers had fallen in behind us and were following from a safe distance.

“Break and run?” asked Valeria. “Find somewhere to hide?”

“Or turn and start wiping the smirks from their faces?” asked Brielle.

Emma tried to sound as collected and calm, and almost managed. “We could also try talking to them. Revolutionary, I know, but it’s an option.”

The street rose and curved out of sight as it followed the ridge, buildings on one side embedded in the raw rockface, the others built right on the edge beyond which the vista of the city lay. Entering a building would only trap us. 

“What lies up ahead?” I asked Imogen.

“I sensed a fork, one side rising steeply, the other descending and growing narrow. We’re on the outskirts of the city, there’s not much here.”

“Hiding won’t work,” said Valeria. “We either try to leave the city altogether or turn and face them.”

My mind was racing. “I hate how the portals dump us into these situations. Fuck. All right. Time to salvage some dignity.”

I turned to face the mass of strangers. Emelias and his beautiful companion, Isossa, led the crowd, who had swelled to a score strong. They were of uniform height, and moved with an unnerving silence, as if one and all were trained in the art of assassination. No surprise flickered across their pallid features, but perhaps hints of amusement as we stopped - maybe even smugness.

“All right. You have the upper hand, Master ur-Elenduil. My name’s Noah, and we’re but passing through.” To admit we’d come from Tagimron? How much would he induce from that particular? He knew we’d used a major portal. That limited the places we’d come from, didn’t it?

“Master Noah,” said Emelias, inclining his head. “As I said before, be welcomed to Ur-Gharab, the crown of this sphere, seat of Queen Iphigenia’s power, and glorious herald of Lilith’s inevitable dominion of the Tree of Death. All praise?”

“All praise,” murmured the others, their voices without fervor.

Emelias raised an eyebrow at me in mild rebuke at my silence.

Shit.

“Great,” I said. “I think we’re going to love it. Can you recommend an inn? We could all use a bath and a bottle of wine.”

“Incoming,” whispered Neveah from somewhere behind me. A moment later I heard the tromp of boots, followed by the appearance of a regiment of a dozen or so guards. 

Shit, I thought again.

These guys meant business. They were clad in streamlined black plate armor, so even sheathed in gleaming metal they seemed agile and light on their feet. Their helms swept up into mohawks of black horsehair. They bore kite shields, fronts emblazoned with solemn metal faces whose lips and eyes were sewn shut. Long spears arose like a forest above them. They moved with easy order, following their captain, whose shield was emblazoned with a lead bird skull and from whose shoulders fell a sumptuous crimson cloak. 

I could sense how dangerous she was, how perilous her soldiers were. Even with my muted abilities, I could pick up on their lethal potential, the crackling of power filling the air like the scent of ozone before a storm.

“Ah, the Death Watch,” said Emelias, half-turning to regard them with the air of a host welcoming the appearance of dessert. “Experience has taught us caution, you see. But there’s no need to be alarmed. We are all friends here, or could be, if you comport yourself accordingly.”

The corner of Isossa’s coral-pink lips curled into a smile that didn’t touch her eyes. “You failed to praise Lilith. Remedy that oversight.”

The crowd parted for the Death Watch, who formed up behind Emelias and Isossa, the captain moving forward to stand beside them and study me with her head canted to one side. 

“Trouble?” she asked.

“Not sure,” replied Emelias. “Regardless, it's good to see you, Vasanna. Have you lost weight?”

“Come by my place after,” replied the captain distractedly, “and I’ll let you find out.”

Emelias chuckled. “It has been too long since last you racked me. Regardless. Master Noah here and his charming friends arrived by means of a greater portal. Shockingly improbable, I know. But he was about to praise Lilith and set us all at ease. Well?”

There were a dozen guards, and no way of discerning how many of the crowd would pitch in. The street was narrow but without carts or cover of any kind. The Death Watch was arranged in two rows of six. The double rank of spears would be hard to charge. And Imogen had sensed strong magic.

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

The Vam mantra. Immediately my pulse began to slow, my body to relax, the tension bleeding away. My breath deepened, and I automatically adjusted my stance until I felt more balanced.

All creation in a drop of water.

The guards were a wall of fluted helms and molded breastplates, in whose center a black gem was mounted. I couldn’t make out much of the captain’s face behind the cheek guards of her helm, but her eyes glittered with cool calculation.

“Stranger? Either you praise Lilith, or we’ll take you into custody. Your call but make it now.”

A deep breath. A cutting wind blew down the slate street, stirring cloaks and robes. 

Silence as everyone awaited my answer.

There was a subtle shift from Vasanna as she adjusted her stance. A lowering of her chin, flexion of the knees. 

I’d learned back on Ghogiel the price of listening to Lilith’s overtures, of playing along, no matter how reasonable they might seem. 

“My apologies,” I said, and activated the First Prism technique. Tapping my power and cycling it back into Muladhara, I began the process of refining it, intensifying its potency, and in doing so extending how long it would be available to me.

Vasanna stepped back as if I’d drawn Shard. “Wards!”

Events unfolded very quickly after that.

Emelias and Isossa darted away to the sides of the street.

My companions stepped out wide behind me, several magical effects blossoming along the length of blades or crackling across fingers.

A dozen perfectly spherical wards popped into being around the guards, each the same pale purple hue, overlapping with admirable precision so we faced a wall of bulging radiance. Their line opened so the captain could step back and join them, spears dropping to form a prickly phalanx.

With the First Prism technique in place, endlessly recycling, I engaged the Second Prism, taking my stream of magic and splitting it. Braiding it into multiple power sources, I fed them into my various sanskaras, activating all at once.

Then hell broke loose upon that dark street.

I flew straight up, surging into the air. The black sun of Manipura drank deep of my reserves, gifting me with flight even as it girded my body with layer upon layer of strength and speed. 

To distract our enemies, I unleashed a spray of levenbolts over their wards, not seeking to pierce but rather draw their attention; white lightning danced and leaped from one purple sphere to the next.

A bolt from Lizbeth’s magical crossbow pierced a ward and punched into a guard’s helm, snapping their head back and knocking them off their feet.

A gout of flame rushed out from Brielle’s blade to engulf a couple of wards, spreading out thinly over their radiant surfaces. 

A levenbolt as thick as my arm shot at the guard captain, hitting her ward with complete control; it didn’t leap about or crawl around like mine, but remained fixed in place, drilling into her defenses.

It all happened in the blink of an eye, as if we’d spent weeks rehearsing this very move.

Perhaps on some level, we had. 

I could sense them all, intuit their locations. Brielle directly below me, Emma to her side, Valeria to another. Imogen slightly to the rear - but one was missing, had been missing all this while -

“Phalanx, advance!” barked the captain, her voice barely audible over the roar of magics being unleashed - then she spasmed.

The tip of a curved black blade pushed out through the metal of her breastplate, glistening darkly with blood, emerging a good foot before whispering back to disappear.

Neveah stood there, wielding Morghothilim with that unnatural grace of hers, all six feet of her demon blade like an extension of her arm.

Confusion struck the ranks of guards as their center crumpled. Imogen dragged her levenbolt off to the side, raking the wards with her might much as a man might drag a high-pressure water hose across a sand dune.

“Close ranks!” someone yelled. “Unleash spears!”

Their weapons flared with eerie darkness that dimmed the air, and bolts of energy flew forth.

I must have been a tempting target. Three of the bolts flashed up at me. Each seemed to have been carved from the darkest night, and it was all I could do to desperately spin away.

It wasn’t enough.

A bolt caught me in the side, slipping right through me, cauterizing its passage through my flesh.

I bit back a cry, the pain all-consuming. The agony summoned a host of ghosts from my flesh - memories of other wounds, other traumas. But I screamed and dove through them down toward the phalanx, only to see to the damage their barrage had done to my companions.

Valeria was knocked out on her back, a steaming, bloody wound bubbling in the center of her stomach. Brielle’s arm hung limply by her side, her shoulder a churned mess as if someone had taken a serrated plow to it. Imogen was sinking to her knees, hands pressed to her chest, blood pouring from between her fingers.

The sight shocked me more than my own wound; I lost focus. Drifting down, half-turned, I stared in horror.

“Close ranks!” came the same shout as before. “Level spears!”

I could dimly sense Neveah about to hurl herself upon our foes. I saw Emma move forward to stand before our fallen friends, Victor’s blade held at the ready. Little Meow dropped to her knees beside Valeria, pressing her hands to her horrendous wound.

“Stop,” I whispered, then again, putting all my authority into the cry. “Stop! Neveah! No more!”

“Where are their wards?” I heard Isossa ask. “Did they forget to raise them?” 

Emelias was already striding forward, arms raised. “That is quite enough. Master Noah? Attend me.”

I flew down to Valeria’s side. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t fathom that we’d been hit so fast, so hard. 

“Little Meow?”  I asked.

Emma dropped Victor’s blade to kneel beside Imogen and help her lie back, panic on her face as she surveyed the wound.

“Not good,” said Little Meow, voice strained. “Give me a moment.”

Valeria coughed blood, turning her head from one side to the other, searching blindly. “Noah?”

“Here,” I said, taking her hand. “Here.”

Light was welling up from beneath Little Meow’s fingers.

I could hear Emelias arguing with the guards. Neveah appeared on Valeria’s far side, stepping into my field of vision, her expression grim as she stared down at the fallen warrior.

“Little Meow!” called Emma. “I can’t do this! She’s hurt too bad!”

No. Not Imogen as well.

I squeezed Valeria’s hand, rose to my feet. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought, but my control was shaking, near shattering. I held onto the Vam Mantra with every ounce of will I had, clinging with a desperate need to the clarity and calm it afforded me. Rising to my feet, I turned just as Isossa approached.

“I must admit I’m disappointed,” she said, glancing at my fallen friends. “I thought I sensed power amongst your ranks.”

There was no time for pride. “My friends need help. Is there anything you can do?”

“Personally? Yes. But a moment ago you made your feelings quite clear on my kind.” Isossa studied me. “Are you taking a more pragmatic turn?”

“Little Meow?” Emma’s voice shook.

“Yes,” I said. “We miscalculated. If you can help, I would be grateful.”

“Our healing is not like yours,” said Isossa. “There is nothing I can do about that.”

I closed my eyes. A memory broke forth from the depths in which I’d buried it. Lizbeth and Sarah, both naked and covered in blood; their lips nearly touched as they licked up and down my shaft, both of them gazing up at me, eyes wide and glazed as if feverish with their lust.

I shuddered, locking that memory away. 

Hexenmagic healing.

But what was better? To lose my companions, or…?

“Do it,” I rasped.

Isossa inclined her head with mocking courtesy. “As you command.”

I stood there, helpless, and could only watch as Isossa knelt beside Imogen, who lay propped in Emma’s lap.

No time for recriminations, for second-guessing my commands. I’d done the best I could with what little information I had.

Time for damage control.

“Neveah,” I said, striding to where Emelias was conversing with the guards.

Half of them still had their spears leveled at us - but it was the sight of their captain sitting up that gave me pause.

The other guard, the one Valeria had shot in the head, was on his feet. His helm under one arm, he rubbed at the eye he’d lost to her bolt. 

“Their chests,” said Neveah, voice low. “Those gems. Look.”

She was right. Each breastplate had sported a black gem, and those of the captain and fallen guard had shattered. 

“I’m glad you saw fit to end this exchange,” said Emelias. “That could have gone very badly for you. Nobody has died, am I correct?”

Vasanna extended her arm and was hauled to her feet by a fellow guard. She removed her horse-hair helm, and I saw she was a handsome woman, caramel hair cropped short, with a square jaw and the striking, pallid features of her kind. She considered me with a glare.

“Assaulting the guard is a serious crime,” she said, voice now a rasp. “Don’t think you can hand-wave their transgressions away, Emelias.”

“I don’t intend to,” said the patrician. “But this situation is sufficiently interesting to bring it before the regent. Apprehend them, captain, but attend me: we shall escort them to the palace, not the prison.”

I was all out of options. “Regent? I thought you spoke of a queen.”

“I did,” said Emelias evenly. “But she is not yet of age, being a tender nineteen years old. In her stead rules wise her Excellency, Morgana.”

“Fine,” I said. “I’ll speak with this Morgana.”

“Very gracious of you,” sneered Vasanna. “Surrender your weapons and prepare to be bound.”

“There is no need, no need,” said Emelias, raising his hands and stepping between us. “Trust me, captain. Do you think you’ll pry that Level Six blade from that lady’s fingers without having to kill her first?”

Vasanna stared at Neveah with a moody intensity, brows lowered.

“They have demonstrated themselves unable to resist your attacks. They will not make the same mistake again. Master Noah. You worship the Source, do you not?”

There was no sense in dissembling. I gave a curt nod.

“Then swear by the Source that you and yours will not resist being escorted to the queen, and will comport yourselves with dignity and decorum. Will that suffice, Vasanna?”

The captain pulled on her helm once more and extended her hand so a guard could place her spear within her grip. “Very well. But they are in my custody, and I shall deal with them most harshly if they test me again.”

“They won’t,” said Emelias. “As long as Noah swears. Noah?”

I turned to regard my companions. Little Meow was bent over Valeria, still pouring her healing energies into the gut wound. Emma was cradling Imogen as Isossa crouched before her, head lowered. Dull purple light emanated from between her fingers where they were laid over the sucking chest wound. Brielle stood to one side, ashen-faced, blade held in her left hand, her right arm red with gore from her terrible shoulder wound. 

My own side ached with dull insistence, and I felt light-headed from the shock of the magic spear that had punched right through me. Only Manipura kept my knees from buckling. 

“I swear by the Source to go peacefully to your queen, and will comport myself with dignity and decorum,” I said, voice wooden. 

“I declare myself satisfied,” said Emelias. “Vasanna?”

The captain sniffed. “Very well. We shall go straight to the palace as soon as his injured companions are capable of walking.”

“Excellent. See to your people, Noah.”

I needed no second bidding. I turned, nearly stumbling, and walked to where Isossa was healing Imogen. How bad would the corruption be? What would a corrupted Imogen be capable of? I’d had no choice, but that didn’t make this any less of a shit show.

“How is she?” I asked.

“Her spirit is strong,” said Isossa. “And my powers of healing are even stronger. She will recover.”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Emma. Help Brielle.”

“I -yes,” said Emma, slipping out from under Imogen and gently laying her on the bloody slate road. “But -you’re injured? Damn, Noah, there’s a freaking hole through you -”

“See to Brielle,” I grated. “I’m fine.”

She went to argue, but something about my expression made her simply nod and turn away.

“You’re going to collapse if you don’t have that tended to,” said Neveah softly by my side. 

“Once the others are healed,” I said.

Neveah placed a hand on my shoulder and squeezed. I drew a surprising amount of comfort from the gesture; my mind and spirit were roiling, both with the pain of my wound and the shock of our terrible defeat.

“I know we’re fucked,” I said. “But just how badly do you think we’re fucked?”

“They’re not slaughtering us in the street,” said Neveah. She looked calm and composed, but her gaze was restless, constantly sweeping the street and moving back to the guard. “Our use of a great portal has intrigued them. They’ll interrogate us before taking further action.”

There was nothing else to say. I stood there, fighting the urge to allow my eyes to grow unfocused, ever more light-headed. I watched as Isossa withdrew her hands and stood, leaving Imogen asleep on the road, the wound erased and only blood-smeared skin visible through the tear in Imogen’s dress. 

“She is healed,” said the pale woman. Her gaze drifted down to my wound, then flicked up to meet my eyes. “Do you want me to take care of you as well?”

“No, thank you.”

Her smile was mirthless. “You need not fear my touch. Many crave it.”

“I’m not one of those.”

“Not yet, at any rate. There is time.” With a mocking smile, she brushed past me to return to Emelias’s side.

“Imogen,” I said, carefully kneeling by her side and gently touching her shoulder. “Can you hear me?”

She frowned, a vertical line appearing between her brows, then reached up with her gloved hands to remove her circular glasses, eyes still closed. “Yes. I… I feel…”

“Strange,” I said. “I know. You just got a dose of Hexenmagic healing. We didn’t have a choice. Lilith’s power will be working on you. Looking to… fuck. I don’t even know. Change you? Corrupt you? Like what happened to me in Peruthros. With Lizbeth and Sarah.”

Imogen opened her eyes, listening intently; then, to my surprise, she smiled. “Don’t worry. I think Lilith’s magic will find me a tougher victim, given my years and years of holding Harmiel at bay.”

“I sure hope so,” I said. “We’re in serious trouble. If you started going crazy like I did, I don’t even know what we’d do.”

With a grimace, Imogen sat up. “The others?”

I looked over to where Little Meow had finally sat back, shoulders rounded, looking exhausted. Valeria had sat up, rubbing at her stomach, her face pale and beaded with sweat. 

Sweet relief rushed through me. 

“Alive,” I said. “But we’re banged up. They’re taking us to meet their queen and her regent. I swore on the Source to go peacefully. Didn’t see any other choice.”

“We don’t have any,” said Imogen. “It’s wise to know when you’re defeated. We’ll speak with this Morgana and somehow we’ll turn the situation to our advantage.”

“I love your optimism,” I said, feeling none of it myself. “Can you stand?”

“Yes.” She extended her hands to Neveah, who pulled her easily to her feet. “And you need to get that wound seen to.”

“Yes.” With great effort, I arose as well. The pain was terrible. It would have laid me low not too long ago, but after my experiences within the manifold in Tagimron, it was now manageable. 

Emma was still working on Brielle’s shoulder, eyes closed, focusing fiercely, so I walked over to Valeria and Little Meow.

“Hey,” I said, dropping rather abruptly into a crouch that nearly became a spill. “You still with the living?”

“Thanks to Little Meow,” said Valeria, sounding dazed. “I… I didn’t even see the attack coming.”

“Ur-Gharab’s going to be a whole new ball of tricks,” I said. “We’re going to have to get our shit together if we want to compete in this new crowd. But that’s for later. We’re heading to see their queen. Had no choice. Can you walk?”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “At least, I think so.”

“Thank god,” I said, cupping the nape of her neck to pull her in so I could touch my brow to hers. “I ended the fight the moment I saw you were down. You scared the shit out of me. I don’t know what I’d do if we lost you.”

“I’m sorry,” said Valeria, voice growing thick with emotion. “I didn’t mean to -”

“No,” I said, cutting in. “That’s not what I meant. I just…” My mind was rapidly drowning in cotton wool. “I just can’t tell you how glad I am that you’re all right.”

For a moment we just stayed thus, brows touching, then she laid her hand over my own. “Thank you.”

I kissed her, rose with a grunt to my feet, this time stumbling. Neveah was there and slipped under my arm to steady me.

“Noah,” said Little Meow in alarm, rising to her feet. “I’m sorry, I didn’t see - here, sit down.”

Neveah helped me sit, and I resisted the urge to just lie down altogether. Instead, I sat straight as Little Meow placed her hand over my wound. 

“You doing all right?” I asked.

“Me? You’re the one with the horrific wound.”

“You just dragged Valeria back from the brink of death. That had to take a lot out of you.”

White light began smoldering from beneath her fingers, and burning pain radiated into my wound from her palm as she stimulated my healing.

“Yes. I’m… I’m going to need time to rest after this. But somehow, I doubt we’re going to get it. Noah, they’re Morathi. All of them. Do you know the term?”

Shit. Now I saw it. The same pale features, the same stark, alien beauty as the queen I’d struck down in Ghogiel’s great ruined city of Peruthros.

“They’re Lilith’s chosen,” whispered Little Meow. “Her most dedicated soldiers. Most of them are said to be great mages as well. No matter what happens or what they say, we cannot trust them.”

“No danger of that,” I said, mind clearing as my wound prickled and burned, making it hard to draw breath. “But good to know.”

“There,” said Little Meow. “It’ll be sore, but you shouldn’t keel over dead, either. Maybe I can try some more healing later when I’ve recovered a little?”

“Thanks,” I said, rising to my feet. “You’re a lifesaver.”

My companions gathered around me, all of us aware that we were being carefully scrutinized. Emma had managed to heal most of Brielle’s wound, then fashioned a sling for her wounded arm with a long strip torn from her cloak. Valeria’s gaze was hollow, her skin pale so that even her golden tan seemed wan, and Little Meow stumbled for a moment before taking a deep breath and pushing her shoulders back. 

“They’re so powerful,” said Emma, pitching her voice low. “We gave them our best and now they’re all back on their feet?”

“Some kind of healing reservoir in those gems,” I said. “I don’t think they can pull off that trick twice. But yeah. Looks like we’ve moved up into a whole different league here. For now, we’re going to have to play nice or get our asses handed to us again.”

Imogen nodded. “I’d guess everyone here wears amulets against psyche-imperium. That’s another power of ours neutralized.”

“As long as we’re wearing our own amulets,” I said. “That’s all I care about. Had enough of getting my mind fucked back in Tagimron.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen. “So on to the palace?”

“To the palace,” I said. “To meet the queen of the Morathi and her regent. Hope she’s nicer than Ghalesha was.”

Imogen gave a curt nod and smoothed down her French Maid’s outfit, adjusted her circular glasses, then gave a tight smile to Brielle, who was watching with obvious concern.

“On to the queen,” said Imogen. “And I’ll do my best to keep my worst impulses at bay.”

“Stay with her,” I said to Emma. “Watch for that corruption.”

Emma nodded, sheathed Victor’s blade, and took Imogen’s gloved hand in her own.

There was nothing more to say, so I returned to where the guards stood with the other Morathi.

“We shall escort you to the palace gates,” said the captain, her words smoldering with anger. “And see to it that you are handed over to the royal guard. But any more foolishness and I’ll not hold back my men. Am I clear?”

“Clear,” I said, but to myself couldn’t help but think, Foolishness? Our best attacks had failed to permanently drop any of their number, and were being chalked up to a fit of temper?

Holy shit, Gharab was going to be tough.

“Very well,” said Emelias. “Let’s have this matter taken care of, then.”

“Lead on,” I said.

There was no chatter now. I deliberately hung back with my companions, following in a tight group as the Morathi led us down toward the bulk of the city. The wind moaned a funeral dirge as it scythed past us, seeming to barrel down the avenue that curved along the ridge, descending steeply down the street. 

The sun had risen a little higher. The golden glow faded from the wisps of cloud above us, and the ragged mountain peaks surrounding the city were now visible in greater detail. Still, the clouds flowed like water between Ur-Gharab’s promontories, cooling now toward gray and cotton-white. The sight was deceiving; at first glance, they seemed static. But watching any one point revealed how they slowly churned along, roiling and pouring between the sharp outcroppings of stone and the spires of rock that emerged here and there from their flow.

While I studied the city, I noticed the air near the peak of the tower had begun to ripple; even as I watched, it swirled into a blue oval through which sailed a gorgeous submarine of some kind.

Its hull was shaped like a huge ivory blade, filigreed with silver embossing along its forward edge. It was breathtakingly beautiful and at once brutal in design and simplicity; a great flying falchion of a submarine, hovering serenely in midair hundreds of yards above the ground, gleaming and pristine as if fashioned from a dream of airships and impossibilities. 

It flew smoothly through the air to stop before a great archway set in the tower itself. Ropes as thin as filaments were hurled to waiting figures, who set to binding the airship tightly to the dock.

“What the hell is that?” I asked quietly of no one in particular.

“It’s gorgeous,” said Emma.

“I want one,” said Brielle.

Emelias, who had caught on to what we were speaking about, gave a polite laugh. “Don’t we all, my dear? Alas, the ships of the Druach are as priceless as they are rare, which is to say, exceedingly. Still, the Druach bend knee to our queen and Lilith like all others, so I suppose we can’t complain.”

“Is that, like… a submarine?” I asked.

“Is it underwater?” asked Isossa, tone innocent. “No? Then it’s not, is it.”

“An airship,” I said. “And it came through a portal?”

“The very reason for the Druach’s power across the universe,” said Emelias. “They are traders nonpareil and can trade on as many worlds as they desire. They are disgustingly rich.”

Hope leaped within my chest. “Can they travel to the major spheres?”

“To, say, Ghogiel, or the like?” asked Emelias innocently. “Or, say, Malkuth? No. They cannot. Only regular worlds.”

My face fell, and with it the paltry plan I’d begun concocting.

“Oh come,” said Emelias. “There’s no need to get down. Leave the Druach to their fortunes and come along.”

We reached the bottom of the street, where it widened into a small plaza, fronted on all sides by cruel buildings of black stone. The windows were narrow slits, rooftops flat and lined by battlements. Each could have served as a miniature fortress; it was impossible to tell their actual function from appearance alone. 

There were more Morathi here, but as before, none of them seemed in a hurry, and none of them seemed to work. Some strolled, others gathered to converse; some stood in the shadowed entrances to the dour buildings, watching us go by, while others were mere intimations of figures in gaping windows. 

The collared people, however, were everywhere. I had no doubt they were slaves. They rushed where the Morathi strolled, bowing and kneeling behind their masters as the Morathi paused to converse. 

Each was striking in some manner - either a paragon of beauty or physical strength, or betraying in some manner a depth of emotion, or power of intellect, that arrested the eye.

“No vehicles,” said Valeria from just behind me. “Notice? No wagons, no carts, no carriages…”

“This place feels like a mausoleum,” said Brielle. “But one where the dead have forgotten to lie still.”

I felt Emma shiver by my side. 

“Come,” said Emelias, turning to us as we slowed our pace. “This is but a satellite outpost, known as Ebon Hill. A few dilettantes and scholars make their residence here, but there’s nothing of real interest to hold your attention. Wait till you espy Heaven’s Court in the center of Ur-Gharab.”

We made no comment. If he sought to win us over with glib conversation, he had a lot of work ahead of him.

Instead, we followed him across the bridge. It spanned a yawning, cloud-filled gulf, arching up like a spider’s web of black iron; the whole frame hummed and vibrated in the strong wind that coursed by and drove the clouds below on.

“You must be curious as to our wondrous city,” said Emelias, turning back to us once more when we reached the bridge’s apex. I saw the guard captain roll her eyes and turn away with impatience. “It was not always so. Indeed, when we conquered it - what - a decade ago now? No, more - it was all gleaming white marble. Edges gilt with gold, with rainbows - can you imagine? - crossing from peak to peak. No accounting for some people’s taste in architecture. We have, as you can no doubt see, made many improvements.”

“You’ve turned the city into an industrial slum,” said Brielle, voice pitched to carry over the wind. “If you call that an improvement, then you truly are Lilith’s brood.”

Emelias’s grin sharpened, turning predatory. “We tore down each sacred building and pitched their white blocks into the clouds. For a year we did nothing but demolish. Well, I say ‘we,’ but obviously we Morathi didn’t sully our hands. For a year, white stone poured into the abyss like waterfalls of shattered masonry, and do you know? We never heard a sound from their fall. No crash, no shatter of rock upon mountain face. Do you know why?”

“Bad hearing?” asked Brielle, having stepped up to my side, her good hand on her hip.

“Because the abyss that deepens beneath these clouds goes down for literal miles, child,” said Emelias. Something about his voice made me shudder. “We are situated far, far above the planet’s surface. And the slopes are steep, the winds terrible. Even those who would fly down must navigate perilous eddies and spontaneous tornadoes that spring up spontaneously from below.”

“Why do you tell us this?” I asked.

“No reason. Education is its own reward, is it not?”

“Then how did you rebuild the city?” asked Emma, edging closer to me. “How did you even get here.”

“Ah, an intelligent question. The young lady cuts to the heart of the matter. How indeed? Through Ur-Gharab’s unique blessing: a propensity for endless portals.”

With that, he swept his cloak about his frame and turned to lead on, Isossa falling in step with him.

I stared down into the roiling river of cloud below us. Was the drop truly so precipitous? Did Ur-Gharab scrape the heavens, high above the rest of its world?

“At least we’re free of claustrophobic pocket realms,” said Imogen, her voice barely audible over the wind’s moan.

“A whole planet?” asked Brielle. “Feels positively luxurious.”

We descended to the far side, a sprawling mesa upon which a mass of four and five-story buildings had been built, all of them blocky fists of black slate and granite, all pressed close together and connected by walkways. I quickly realized there were no streets, per se; rather, the interstices were divided by walls, each complete with portcullises and iron gates. I felt as if I walked through an endless castle’s defenses, one killing ground after another.

It didn’t matter that the gates were open, and the killing grounds populated by endless ranks of slaves along with their indolent masters. It didn’t matter that I saw mean market stalls erected alongside dark walls, or peered into endless smithies where grim men and women hammered blades and armor into existence. None of it mattered because there was no disguising what Ur-Gharab was: a fortress city, a capital designed with defense in mind.

Valeria moved alongside me. “Incredible,” she said, reluctant and admiring all at once. “It would take an endless army to conquer this city, and only a fraction of men to hold it.”

“But why build it like this in the first place?” I asked. “What’s the point? It’s not like the Source was going to send an army climbing up mile-high cliffs.”

“Portals,” said Valeria. “Ur-Gharab’s supposed blessing. See how every square is compartmentalized, can be closed off completely from the others? It makes sense when you consider the enemy could portal in at any location.”

We gazed up at the underside of a huge gate as we walked through, and I caught a glimpse of the portcullis’s massive teeth hanging in the dark slit above. 

“It’s ugly as sin,” said Brielle.

“But effective,” said Valeria. “Unless you could portal directly into the palace, you’d find yourself swiftly trapped within a killing field, having to fight your way through endless more to reach your goal. Which…” She looked around. “Notice how we can’t see the palace towers? How the courtyards are kept narrow, the walls high? I bet the place is built like a maze. You’d get turned around, not knowing in which direction to fight to reach your goal.”

I shivered, realizing she was right. One courtyard was much like the other, the walls looming claustrophobically overhead, the towers and buildings forming unified wholes without alleyways through them. The gates were the only ways in or out, with only two per courtyard; the exits switched walls so we wound back and forth as we followed the guard, like a snake through a labyrinth.

“It doesn’t make sense,” said Emma. “Cities are built the way they are for a reason. People want to go directly from point A to B. But here? You have to follow this route, and it’d take forever to get anywhere.”

My other companions nodded. She was right. It was a defensive wet dream, but to live here would be a nightmare. 

“And did you guys notice?” asked Little Meow, piping up from the back. “No shops. Just forges and fletchers, bowyers, and smithies.”

“They’re making war supplies,” said Valeria.

“Enough to supply Lilith’s armies across countless worlds,” said Isossa, looking back with a smile. Damn, her ears were sharp. Had she been listening in all the while? “Though the age of excitement and general warmongering is over. Everybody’s gathered at Bastion. Simplifies matters for us. Only one place to which we need to ship our goods.”

I stared with heavy resentment at a smithy to my left as we walked on by. The front wall was open to the square. The interior seemed a glimpse into hell, lit up as it was by a dozen forges, the air rancorous with smoke, a score of slaves hammering and tempering and dipping glowing iron into baths. All was flickering shadows and crimson glows; faces were illuminated from below, turned into sooty, gleaming masks.

All those weapons going to Bastion. 

A portal stood open in the next square, a burning oval of purple fire. Past the center, I caught a glimpse of a massive encampment, a hint of canvas tents and dark skies filled with burning clouds. Through it, massive ogroid creatures were carrying bundles of swords, sheaves of arrows and spears, along with crates without number. 

“Ah,” said Emelias. “How splendid.” He turned to beam at us with paternal pride. “Anybody care to nip through to Bastion? I jest, I jest. You’d be torn to shreds on the far side.”

I stared, fascinated. Bastion? Right there, through that portal? My throat cramped and I felt light-headed. To think Shalarra and the others were just a dozen yards away. To think of all that we’d passed through these brutal past few months - our quest across Ghogiel, the madness of Tagimron - yet here lay a shortcut back to our starting point. 

“What?” asked Emelias, feigning surprise. “You didn’t wonder how Lilith’s besieging force got to your remaining stronghold? How we keep them fed, armed, and ready to fight on? For shame. If you had, who knows? You might have found a way through one such portal, and shaved so much effort and pain from your journeys.”

I clenched my hands so tightly my knuckles popped, feeling my nails cut into my palms.

Neveah placed a hand on my shoulder. “Relax,” she said, voice pitched so low I could barely hear her. “He torments you. Our group could never have fought our way to such a portal, not as we were back then.” 

I considered this, thinking of how we’d fled Pelleas the lich through to Ghogiel. What little choice we’d had in the matter, pressed as we were and on the verge of capture. 

“And if we had?” Neveah smiled. “We’d have been ill-prepared for what is to come. Trust in the Source. What happened did so for a reason.”

I exhaled, felt the strength and tension flow out of me, and nodded gratefully to her.

Emelias was watching us closely. He frowned and turned away, gesturing brusquely for Vasanna to lead on.

We were forced by the activity in the center of the square to circle out wide, hugging the far wall; despite Neveah’s words I couldn’t help but stare at the portal in fascination the whole time. 

“I thought portals to the spheres were super rare,” said Emma from behind me.

“Not if you’re working for Lilith,” I heard Imogen say. “She controls every sphere but Bastion. Where we have to carve a path through the Tree of Death to reach her, she can pass with ease, and by extending her will, allow her followers to do the same.”

“Not fair,” said Emma, then gave a self-conscious laugh. “Sorry. I know fair’s got nothing to do with it.”

Without warning, the next gate opened into a staggeringly massive plaza, a huge expanse of black stone in whose center a blocky tower arose. Its top was ringed by what looked like six huge ax blades, so that it resembled a brutal club set down by a malefic titan. Its sides glistened with the slick appearance of obsidian, marked by arrow-slit windows, engaged colonnettes, compound piers, and string courses. The whole of it seemed simple at first glance, then ever more cunningly wrought the more one examined it.

The plaza was populated by scores of portals, from which streamed crowds of people in as varied a collection of clothing and appearance as could be imagined. All walked toward the tower. 

Our party came to a stop, Emelias beaming at us in a familiar, condescending manner. Fully aware, of course, of the impact of the view.

“Behold,” he said, stepping back to join our number. “The Court of Heaven. A trite name, and in truth a holdover from the previous owners, but our regent, in her infinite humor, saw fit to retain the moniker.”

In silence, we observed the people emerging from the portals. Their bearing was as different as their appearances - by turn defiant, arrogant, humble, afraid. 

“What is going on here?” demanded Brielle, struggling to keep her tone of hauteur.

Isossa glanced back at us, a dark brow arched in surprise. “Why, supplicants from across all the conquered worlds come to pay obeisance to our queen. Lilith doesn’t have time for such rituals, so in her place, the people of the universe render unto Queen Iphigenia the best that their worlds have to offer. So many worlds have fallen to Lilith now that there is no end to the numbers who wish to pay homage.”

My gaze wandered over the vast plaza. From one searing portal of azure energy emerged a stream of red-robed men with shaved heads; they bore upon their shoulders massive palanquins of gold, on which dark-skinned women lounged in robes of consummate luxury. From another portal of red fire, mighty Viking-like warriors rode forth atop great shaggy oxen the size of elephants, each bearing a dozen great chests of gleaming black iron. From another, a diminutive people emerged, marching with military if not mechanical precision, their faces hidden behind mirror-masks, and from a fourth -

I tore my gaze away and looked past them, where all converged into a great throng. It funneled its way into a vast gate, feeding itself into the dark core. 

“The queen sits in state all the time?” I asked.

“Has she any choice?” Emelias shrugged. “But yes, she does. I imagine she grows bored, but what else are queens for if not to hold court? She’ll be rewarded by Lilith in due course.”

An expression of scorn crossed Isossa’s face. “Given a sphere, perhaps, to rule in Lilith’s name. And another shall be elevated to her former throne, so the worship shall go on.”

“Enough chatter,” said Vasanna. “I wish to discharge my duty. Let us go.”

We emerged from the shadow of the great gate and left the last wall behind, crossing the plaza to walk among the petitioners making their way to the gate. 

Our guards were but one of many patrols that marched through the crowds of the court, though only ours seemed wary. The others moved at a relaxed pace, as if stunned by their own grandeur. They ignored all who bowed to them, content with imposing order through their presence alone. 

On we marched, threading our way through the various columns emerging from the portals, and everywhere I looked I saw wonder and strangeness. I felt my pulse race to think these were the peoples of far-flung worlds, each emissaries of their own civilizations, defeated and destroyed by Lilith’s armies. Defeated to such a degree that they now came to pay homage and present her queenly representative with gifts.

A vision of the universe’s fate if I failed in my mission. 

As we drew closer to the huge tower, the press of bodies and beasts of burden grew tighter. Each one was fabulously accoutered and clothed, each the very best that their respective world had to offer. I saw an endless parade of silks and gold, of physical beauty and grace. Towering warriors, glittering knights, scholars dressed in cloth-of-gold, sages floating atop levitating cushions, monastic orders, women dressed in gauze and veils and little else - there was no end to the variety.

And the smells - a hundred smells, a cornucopia of scents that bewildered and overpowered my senses, even in this thin air. Jasmine and rose, rank fur and leather, the salt tang of the ocean, and the close, dusty aroma of countless books. 

Languages without count.

Music from an endless variety of instruments.

It was like walking into a maelstrom of madness, into a sea of humanity that swirled and poured itself into that cyclopean tower.

My companions and I clustered together, following Emelias and the guards without question or complaint. They opened a path through that ocean of humanity, leading us at last through that yawning gate, that hungry portal through which only darkness was visible.

 

Chapter 2

 

 

 

The Royal Guard wore enameled black and silver plate armor, which gleamed as if made from porcelain. They were intimidatingly large, the armor bulky. Their heads were completely enclosed within their helms, the faceplates intricately molded with snarling visages. 

It was into their care that Vasanna entrusted us, explaining the situation as tersely as possible before saluting and marching back into the square.

“She’s nervous about not having her life crystal intact,” whispered Emelias, leaning over to confide in me. “I can imagine! To think, a single stab in the kidneys and she’d be dead forever.”

I didn’t have time to respond. The new guard captain, a massive individual made all the bulkier by his prodigious armor, stepped forward to survey our group. 

“Captain,” said Emelias, sketching an oily bow. 

“el-Enduil.” The captain’s voice boomed from within the confines of his helm. I couldn’t help but marvel; the sculpted face had metallic eyes - how was the man seeing from within? “Please follow.”

He led us into a side passage, leaving the throngs to shuffle slowly forward toward the heart of the tower. I couldn’t help but feel a frisson of fear as I stepped through the golden doorway into the gloom beyond; there had been an illusory sense of safety while lost amongst the numbers of the crowd.

The interior of the tower made no sense. From outside, it had appeared massive, yes; but this hallway was broad, far longer than the building that housed it could contain. 

The floor was carpeted in shockingly vivid crimson, the walls paneled and adorned with endless paintings held within gilt frames. The light was ubiquitous and honeyed, but without an obvious source. I felt as though I’d stepped into an ancient palace in truth. 

Isossa took my arm companionably, caring not when I tensed. “Confused?” she asked. “Or simply excited to see the queen?”

“This hallway,” I began.

“Oh, we’re inside the palace, which is, in a sense, inside every part of Ur-Gharab. The entrances are finite, but the interior? I don’t know anybody who’s managed to explore its entirety. Do you, Emelias?”

“Not I,” said the other. “These hallways interconnect, bisect, and run on toward infinity. I’m sure there are brave, foolish souls out there somewhere who swore to never turn around till they reached the palace’s furthest extremities, and are marching on still, slowing as old age consumes them.”

“It can’t be that large,” said Emma. 

“No? Perhaps not. I’ll bow to your wisdom,” said Emelias, and Isossa laughed.

The guards led us only a short distance before stopping in front of an impressive portal, a set of black double doors made of iron. One half was carved with countless figures in torment, the other with their counterparts in some manner of heaven. A guard stood at each side, massive and ponderous in their gleaming black armor, with no reaction at all to our arrival.

“A private audience hall,” said Emelias. “Most fitting.”

The captain strode toward one of the stationary guards then simply merged with the other, as if stepping into a reflection, turning at the last so they both were one. His form replaced that of the guard as if the first had never been there.

The other guards in the group did the same with the second figure, stepping one by one into his place, merging and disappearing, until there were only two guards in the entirety of the hallway. The entire regiment had disappeared into the stationary forms.

“What the…” muttered Valeria, voice still thick with pain or shock.

“Her Royal Highness, Queen Alusz Iphigenia, awaits you within,” said the captain from his post by the door. At that, the doors opened of their own accord, swinging inward silently to reveal a splendorous chamber, the like I’d not seen since leaving Bastion.

Too much was happening too quickly for me to process, so I didn’t bother, accepting these events as they came. 

Emelias led the way within, his posture changing to one of extreme deference. His head bowed low, one arm cast out to the side in a permanent courtly gesture, his cloak draping from his form in liquid folds.

I followed, steeling my expression into one of dignity and calm.

I’m not sure how well I pulled it off. 

The chamber was made small by the shadows which cloaked the walls. I caught an impression of hanging folds of ruby-colored cloth, but they and the ceiling were lost to the darkness. I felt as if I had stepped onto a small stage, hemmed in on all sides by opulent, shadowy drapes. 

The floor was of gleaming bronze, its surface scored with what looked like some arcane schematic of the universe, or perhaps the Tree of Life. Runes and sigils gleamed in the lantern light, though I had not time to stop and study them.

A great throne reared up at the back of the room, carved from the palest green crystal, bound and molded with ribs of solid gold. Spread in a fan behind this was a diorama of pure jade, its surface inscribed with runes that seemed to writhe as if attempting to free themselves from the rock.

Emelias stopped at a distance from the throne and bowed low, his brow nearly touching the ground. Isossa followed similarly, genuflecting without mockery or restraint.

I lifted my chin, gazing upon the true queen of the Morathi, this servant of Lilith, seated upon her pale crystal throne, and refused to show even an ounce of deference.

To my surprise, Alusz Iphigenia gazed at me with indifference; her mouth drooped with unhappiness, perhaps, or even boredom. She was slight, slender, younger than I, but undeniably attractive. She leaned to one side, her chin propped upon her palm. Black hair hung down past her shoulders, so utterly dark that it might have been a waterfall of ink. She wore a black frock without ornament, and instead of a crown, a black ribbon bound her hair. 

An older woman stood by her side, voluptuous and sensual. Her form was clad in a metallic gown seemingly created from peacock feathers. It was as liquid as water, clinging to her and doing nothing to hide her curves and feminine figure. There was something timeless about her in the dark hue of her lipstick, the pallor in her cheeks. 

Regent Morgana’s gaze alighted upon me, and it was as if a great hand pressed upon my shoulders, bidding me kneel.

I refused.

My companions, who had arrayed themselves alongside me, refused as well.

“Your royal highness,” said Emelias when she gestured for him to rise. “May I present a figure of singular interest to you. He materialized in the upper reaches of Ebon Hill without any sign of using an established portal, and has since done nothing but cause us to marvel and sigh. This is Noah, and these are his companions. They have refused to praise Lilith, and took up arms when pressed. However, Captain Vasanna was able to dissuade them from further resistance, and they have fulfilled the oath exacted from them to journey hither in peace.”

The queen’s gaze was inscrutable. 

It was Regent Morgana who responded, voice mature and rich. “An adherent of the Source, accompanied by companions, and traveling by means of major portals to our blessed sphere? Our mind cannot help but conjecture as to his identity.”

“Your highness is most astute,” said Emelias. “I, too, harbor my suspicions.”

Well, fuck.

“Queen Alusz Iphigenia,” I said, ignoring the regent. “Hello. I am Noah Kilmartin, and these are my companions. We’ve no wish to stay in your city. If it’s not too much trouble, we’d appreciate being released and allowed to go on our way.”

Morgana looked sidelong at the young queen. “He speaks plainly, at any rate, if without any deference.”

Emelias’s smile grew broader. “Your excellency -”

Morgana twitched her fingers and he fell silent. “Let the man speak for himself, Emelias. You ask for safe passage, Noah Kilmartin. Yet why should Queen Iphigenia grant it?”

“I don’t know,” I said.

My words hung in the air, but I refused to pander or beg. I stood straight and tall, shoulders thrust back, and gazed boldly upon the queen.

“I can sense the power of your blade from here,” said Morgana softly. “It is less a blade than a fissure in the very fabric of the universe. I’ve only seen three of its kind before, and each was borne by a Savior of the Source.”

I made no response. Sweat prickled as it broke out across my brow. The guards had remained outside the doors. How powerful was Morgana, that she should grant us an audience without protection? Should I draw and attack to dispatch a foe of the Source? And why did Alusz remain silent? Her gaze was disinterested, enigmatic. Was she a puppet of the regent, or a Morathi in truth like all the others? I wished she’d speak, give me some sign of her true nature. 

“Who are you, Noah Kilmartin?” Morgana canted her head to one side. “Who are you with your blade of power and uncouth, provocative manner? You have spoken plainly thus far. Speak on, and identify yourself.”

“I am as I have said.” My voice was firm, even if my heart was racing. “But I’m here to speak to the queen. Your Highness. Either give me your blessing or refuse it.”

Emelias drew a sharp breath.

“The ninth Savior is lost to the Source.” Alusz spoke at last, her voice soft and controlled. “Word of his fall reached us four months ago. Are you the tenth, Noah Kilmartin?”

Sweat prickled across my brow, and my heart was pounding. 

To claim the title, here in the heart of the enemy’s power, or lie? 

Fuck it. I’d always been a bad liar.

“I am,” I said. Power blazed within me, radiating out from that gold thread that ran through the core of my magical reservoir. I knew that if I drew Shard, it would blaze like a sliver of the sun. “I am the Tenth Savior, sent forth from Bastion to destroy your dread queen and cleanse the Tree of Life of her taint.”

The Morathi didn’t react as I’d expected. There was no recoiling, no hisses of hatred, no surprise or horror.

Instead, the queen nodded as if I’d merely confirmed her suspicion, while Emelias raised his eyebrow at her as if I’d underscored his reason for bringing me here. 

Morgana took a step forward. “And so the tenth has reached our shores. The arc of the universe nears its end. You are the last, Noah Kilmartin. Long have we awaited this moment. With your fall the universe shall belong to Lilith, and all resistance shall be crushed. The tower of Bastion shall topple, and the sphere of Kether shall become Thaumiel, from where Lilith shall rule all of creation. You cannot guess at how the sight of your face gladdens my heart.”

I felt like I should say something, defy her in some manner, but the words were trapped in my throat. Any protestations would sound thin, pathetic. We’d been crushed in battle not long ago by a regular detachment of their guards; what use was there in shouting defiance in their queen’s throne room?

“Very well,” said Morgana at last, having decided I would remain silent. “Be welcome in Ur-Gharab. You seek to continue to Malkuth, I take it, and there destroy my dread lady?”

“You know it,” I said. My heart was beating more powerfully, my stomach a taut drum. Their very lack of reaction was disconcerting me more than anything else; why hadn’t she ordered my arrest? Why weren’t we fighting?

“I know it indeed. Still, you have my blessing and therefore that of the queen’s. You may reside in Ur-Gharab for as long as you desire. You shall be treated as you behave; prove problematic, and you shall be censured. Prove civilized, and you shall be tolerated.”

“Thank you, your excellency,” said Emelias. “Thank you, your royal highness. I shall see to it that they are housed and taken care of with the greatest honors.”

“Really, Emelias? I’m shocked.” Morgana sounded anything but. “Very well. They are your charges, Emelias, and you are responsible for them. Take them now and make them comfortable. I shall send for the Savior presently so I may instruct him on how to reach the Great Portal to Malkuth.”

I couldn’t bear it any longer. Again, I ignored Morgana and spoke to Alusz directly. “What’s going on? We’re sworn enemies. Why are you allowing me to stay like this?”

“Are we?” Alusz remained slumped to one side, her chin never leaving her palm. “I suppose we are.”

A look of irritation flickered across Morgana’s face. “You have guest rights in our fair city, Savior. If you do not wish it, refuse our blessing and we can settle our differences with violence.”

“No need to explore such theoreticals,” said Emelias hastily. “Come, Savior. You have her royal highness’s blessing. Let us declare ourselves content and repair to one of my estates, where I shall answer any questions you may have. Your highness?”

The queen waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. 

Morgana’s smile was cold. “Enjoy yourselves. But prepare Noah. I shall send for him soon.”

Emelias and Isossa bowed low once more. The throne, jade backdrop, the queen, and regent faded from view, so we were alone in the intimate chamber floored in bronze.

“Where did they go?” asked Emma, voice very small.

Emelias grinned. “A better question would be: were they ever here? But come, come, the palace is most tiresome, so filled with bustle and tension. I’m already worn out. Will you accept my invitation and return with me to one of my estates? I shall make it yours while you are in Ur-Gharab, and you shall not find it lacking in amenities.”

“Do we have a choice?” asked Brielle bitterly.

“Always, and therein lies your power,” said Isossa. “But I agree with Emelias. You all look miserable, like a sack of near-drowned kittens. Avail yourself of his hospitality. At the very least, it will buy you time to plot your escape, will it not?” 

“That or a way to wipe that smile off your face,” muttered Valeria, but Isossa pretended not to hear.

“Yes? Very well,” said Emelias, clapping his hands once. “Come! Let us take a short cut.”

“Thank Lilith,” muttered Isossa, following him to the throne room door. “These slippers were not made for walking.”

I stared in frustrated anger at where the throne had stood. I felt impotent and confused, wanting to make demands, to strike out at something - then Brielle stepped to my side and touched my arm.

There were no words. In her blue eyes, I saw concern and encouragement, both emotions hidden behind a veneer of hardness that I’d have failed to penetrate before getting to know her so well. 

I took a deep breath. Turning, I followed Emelias to the double doors, which he flung open with an extravagant flamboyance. In turn, they revealed a wholly new great hall beyond.

“What’s going on here?” asked Valeria, sounding half-despairing, half-defeated.

“My estate!” Emelias turned to back into the hall, bowing low before us as he did so. “Why walk for another couple of hours when we can simply enter directly?”

Isossa paused at the doorway to kick up a foot behind her, peel off the slipper, then do the same with the other. There was something so natural about the way she did it, something so unaffected. For the first time, she seemed a real person, and not some caricature of a Lilith worshipper.

Imogen moved forward. “The whole city is so connected?”

“To those with the power to connect the distant points, yes,” said Emelias. “It’s most wondrous, is it not?”

“And convenient,” said Isossa, striding past him into the hall now, bare feet padding on the cold stone. “Do you still stock serviceable liquor?”

“You insult me, Isossa,” said Emelias with a cool smile. “I’ll have someone fetch you a drink. But first, I must tend to my guests. Please. This way.”

He led us into the large hallway, which was sparsely but elegantly furnished. the marble swirled with lighter caramel streaks through darker brown, like cream in dark coffee. Massive portraits hung from the walls, and a chandelier of gilt spiderwebbing hung from the high ceiling, each candle replaced by a glittering, hovering spark of bronze light.

“This way, this way,” said Emelias, bustling forward. “I have just the suite for you. Of course you’ll be sleeping together? Oh, don’t think me rude, I just simply wish to determine the accommodations. Yes, no need to answer, for the answer is evident, is it not? Lucky dog, you. Salacious imagery! Come.”

Not having seen the exterior, I had trouble figuring out the layout of the estate; we passed from the great hall down a corridor, through a ballroom that could have housed hundreds, then down another corridor, which finally terminated in a stout mahogany door.

“Here,” said Emelias. “The contents of the suite should be self-evident, and you are all no doubt exhausted by my company. I titillate in small doses, but overexposure renders me a bore. I shall leave you to it and shall send someone later with dinner.”

“Thank you,” I said, more out of reflex than sincere gratitude. 

“Think nothing of it, Savior,” said Emelias, eyes glittering. “It’s a distinct honor.” And with that, he pushed the door open and stood aside.

We passed into a small vestibule where wooden knobs were arranged to hold our cloaks and packs. Freed of these burdens, we moved forward into the main living chamber, which was dominated by a rectangular pool from whose surface tendrils of steam arose. 

Potted ferns of luxurious size grew in the corners of the room, while comfortable looking lounge chairs were arrayed by the walls, painted the faintest of eggshell whites. Tall, stained-glass windows were set in the far wall, causing the light that filtered into the room to take on a variegated hue.

The door clicked shut behind us. 

Imogen dropped to a knee, placed a hand on the tile floor, and closed her eyes.

We all waited in silence, taking in the suite and peering through the archways that led to farther rooms.

“All clear, surprisingly,” said Imogen, rising to her feet. “Unless their skills are vastly better than my own. There’s a central bedroom with a bed large enough for all of us, a number of side chambers, a study, and what appears to be a small ballroom. All empty, and I couldn’t detect any peepholes or means of listening in.”

Valeria moved over to one of the lounge chairs and eased herself down, her thick golden hair falling before one eye as she leaned her head back. “Somebody. Anybody. Tell me what the fuck is going on.”

Little Meow adjusted her cat mask, crouching carefully by the side of the pool to dip her fingertips into the warm water. “Um, here’s a wild guess: they’re trying to corrupt us. That’s all Lilith ever does.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen, moving to sit at the end of another lounge chair and smooth her black skirt and white apron over her knees. “But even so, I find their nonchalance disconcerting.”

Brielle circled the pool, gazing meditatively into its depths as she went, then stopped to frown at one of the windows. “They’re either really that confident, or want us to think they are.”

The urge to get into the hot water was strong; I dismissed it. “But why not take us prisoner? Deliver us to Lilith?”

“Or kill us outright?” asked Emma. “Wouldn’t that cause Bastion to fall?”

Little Meow remained crouched by the water’s edge. She drew her hand back into her lap. “Corruption must be more important than our deaths.”

“But Emma’s right,” I said. “If they kill me, Bastion falls. What could be more important to Lilith than that?”

Little Meow could only shrug and look across the pool to Valeria. “How are you feeling?”

“Spent,” said the warrior, eyes still closed. Somehow, even just lying there, she looked powerful; her limber, muscled frame conveyed her strength, even when on the verge of sleep. “That injury took a lot out of me. I feel like I could rest for a week.”

“Then rest,” I said. “We’ve got a little time before we have to do anything, it seems. But maybe we can find you a bed?”

“I couldn’t get up if you offered my weight in gold,” said Valeria, voice growing drowsier. “This is… just fine.”

I moved to her side, sat on the chair’s edge, and curled her thick, golden hair away from her face. She turned toward me, wrestling her eyes open to give me a vague smile before closing them again. I reached down, cupping her cheek, and for a moment her smile remained; then she sighed, and the last of the tension left her body.

“That was close,” said Little Meow quietly. “Her wound was mortal. If I’d not been by her side…”

“Thank you,” I said, studying Valeria’s face. Her stern features were softened by sleep, and she looked younger, vulnerable. It made me realize how grim her expression had been of late, how self-controlled. 

“Imogen,” said Brielle. “How dangerous would it be to get into that pool?”

“No dangers that I could detect,” said Imogen. “But you have to ask why we were put in such comfortable quarters. What dangers the comforts pose.”

“Death by relaxation?” asked Brielle, quirking an eyebrow. “I jest. But yes, I understand what you’re saying.”

“I’m sorry if this sounds weird,” said Little Meow, “but one of Lilith’s favorite methods is corruption through seduction. Getting us to relax is the first step on that road.”

“But I feel so filthy,” said Brielle, frowning down at the steaming water. “I’m covered in dried blood, sweat, and the Source knows what else. I’m sorry. If getting clean is the first step in falling to Lilith, then I’ll risk it.”

“Careful,” said Imogen. “Don’t even joke about that.”

“I’m serious,” said Brielle, reaching to the first of her armor’s buckles. “The need to wash is as sudden as it is undeniable.”

“I should probably join her to make sure it’s safe,” said Emma with a lopsided smile. “Would be rude to let a friend face such danger alone, wouldn’t it?

I snorted. “So brave. So selfless. You bring your bathing suit?”

“I think we’re past that,” said Emma, unbuckling her belt. 

“So we are,” I agreed, sitting next to Imogen to watch both women undress. Emma moved to help Brielle with the last of her armor until both were down to their underwear. 

Together they moved to the shallow end of the pool, there descending the stone steps into the heated water. The sound of gentle splashing echoed from the ceiling above.

“By the Source,” moaned Brielle, wading deeper so she was soon thigh-deep. 

Emma let out a groan and sank until the water rose to her shoulders.

“Not the worst thing you’ve ever experienced?” I asked.

“After spending months in your company,” said Brielle, moving deeper, “I can assure you it’s not.”

Then she glanced over at me and flashed me the most brilliant smile, a smile in whose depths I read affection and teasing, amusement and delight. I felt some quiet part of my soul thrill to share such intimacy with her, to feel so connected, so in love.

“Ah,” sighed Brielle, falling forward to swim the final few yards to the far edge. There she turned to grip the stone behind her head and floated her body out just under the surface, pale and half-hidden beneath the steaming water. “I’m afraid this is where you must all leave me. Good luck on your further adventures.”

Imogen snorted and shook her head, removing her glasses to rub them with the cloth of her skirt.

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

“Have you noticed Neveah’s not with us?” 

I startled, sitting up straight and looking around. “You’re right. When did you last see her?”

“I’m here,” said Neveah, and there she was, leaning against the wall by the vestibule’s entrance, black hair sweeping down like a curtain about her frame. Her massive demon-blade was sheathed and inverted by her side so its hilt pointed down her thigh; its tip reared a good couple of feet above her head.

“You weren’t a second ago,” I said.

“And I didn’t pick you up with my Geomancy,” said Imogen, sounding shaken.

Neveah shrugged one shoulder. “My powers are returning to me. Especially since my time in the Manifold with Noah.”

“So, you were there all along and we simply didn’t see you?” I asked.

Her answer was the slightest upturning of the corner of her mouth.

“Damn,” I said, then hesitated. “This is going to sound crude, but - you feeling in control?”

There was no need to elaborate. Her smile faded away, and I knew she was recalling the same things as I.

Memories revealed by Victor - of herself bound to a dark altar, surrounded by the worst and most terrible of Lilith’s servants, of her body changing, growing demonic, wings extending behind her back -

“Yes,” she said, voice soft.

“Good,” I said, feeling shaky, unsure of myself. Would she tell me if she wasn’t?

Neveah pushed off the wall, one hand still steadying Morghothilim. “I’m going to look around.”

We watched her disappear through one of the archways. Emma had waded out to join Brielle, and both women were resting the back of their heads on the pool’s edge, slowly kicking their legs to remain floating. Little Meow had just said something I’d missed which made them both laugh.

“What about you?” I asked. “How’s that corrupted healing going?”

“It’s not,” said Imogen, staring at the water with a conflicted look; it took me a moment to realize it was one of envy. Of course. Covered as she was with Harmiel’s swarming tattoo, she couldn’t simply strip and get into the water. She wouldn’t even take off her glove before the others.

“How do you know?” I asked. “When I got hit with it back in Peruthros, I lost the ability to tell.”

“I told you before,” said Imogen. “Years of holding Harmiel at bay. If something so trifling as corrupted healing could undo me, what chance would I have at controlling Harmiel? No. I can sense it, like thick, noxious perfume cloying my sanctum, but remain apart from it.”

“Good to hear,” I said. “I’d hate to see you lose your shit.”

“Oh, you’ve seen that before,” said Imogen, smiling wryly. “But usually when it’s just the two of us.”

I reached out and squeezed her gloved hand with a grin. 

For a moment it was enough to just sit there, holding her hand, watching Emma and Brielle delectate in the water. Valeria slumbered beside me like a resting lioness, and I admired Little Meow’s lithe, gamine form where she remained crouched, girlish, mysterious, and alluring all at the same time.

“You need to rest,” said Imogen. “You’ve been pushing yourself too hard.”

“We need a plan,” I said. “We need to figure out our next steps.”

“Noah.” Imogen slipped her glasses back on. “Each of us went through our own private hells back in Tagimron, but you went through all of them. The fabric of your soul must be frayed to the point of tearing.”

Her words summoned a dense knot of emotion from my core, which rose to fill my throat. I kept my features carefully schooled to betray nothing.

“You’re proving to be the strongest person I’ve ever met,” said Imogen, voice soft. “I don’t know anyone who could have undergone so many traumatic experiences as you did in such a brief span of time without breaking. You have to rest.”

“My reservoir is full,” I said.

“I’m not talking about your magical reserves,” said Imogen. “I’m talking about you in here.” 

She reached out to place her gloved hand over my heart.

That wedge of emotion trembled, and I forced a smile even as my breath hitched. I placed my hand over her own. “If this is a ploy to get me alone…”

“I’m serious,” said Imogen, and she was, her expression earnest, her tone grave. “I can feel you, now. Since you bonded with Neveah. I think we all can. It’s a feeling that’s going to grow, an awareness of each other, and the way you feel - it’s not right, it’s not good. You must stop. To rest. To heal.”

Tears prickled my eyes for no damn reason, and I wiped them away angrily. “Emelias is out there right now plotting how to destroy us. I’m going to be summoned to see this queen, then we have to figure out where the gate to Malkuth is, and how to get through it. We’ve too much to talk about for me to rest.”

“No,” said Imogen. “We don’t. But I understand. I’ve been there myself. Wanting to always drive myself on, to remain busy, so that I don’t have time to dwell on my pain. My problems. Why do you think I was one of the Academy’s best pupils?”

“Because you’re as smart as you’re beautiful?”

Imogen refused to be distracted. “Because I never stopped. And you’re becoming like that. Refusing to stop. And I understand why. I never wanted to look into my own pain. Since the manifold, I’ve been there again. Wanting to just rush forward, to sweep all those hard truths and revelations behind me, to pretend that nothing matters but progress. But I’m wiser now. Older. And I’ve been taking time to meditate on my mistakes, my past, my wounds. While you were in the manifold with the others, that’s what I did.  Forced myself to stop, to rest, and just be with my pain. You’re going to have to do the same thing.”

“Or?” I asked, feeling stubborn. 

“Or you’ll grow brittle. More impulsive, more erratic. Until you break, but in a fundamentally profound way that will need serious time to heal. Time which we might not have at that point. But which we do, now.”

I took a deep shuddering breath. A ripple of memories swirled through my mind. Sandovar moving a boiling bucket closer to my bound foot, Neveah in her demonic form, plunging her demon blade into my chest. Awakening wasted and alone in that hospital bed during Emma’s trial. 

“I’m okay,” I heard myself say. “I won’t deny Tagimron was rough, but Gharab’s going to be tougher. I need to keep it together.”

Why were my eyes prickling again?

“Ladies,” said Imogen, turning to the others. “It’s time to get to work.”

“Hmm?” asked Emma, opening one eye to peer at us. She’d dipped her head in at some point, and her blond hair lay dark and wet against her scalp. “Work?”

“Noah is refusing to take care of himself. We need to bathe him, give him a massage, and force him to sleep.”

“Agreed,” said Little Meow, rising smoothly to her feet. “I was going to suggest the same soon. I’ve been growing concerned.”

“As have I,” said Brielle, and her tone was serious. “Noah. You’ve been walking around as if that wound in your side didn’t exist. That’s ridiculous. You need to rest.”

The wedge of emotion lodged in my throat trembled again, threatening to burst. Pure idiocy made me say, “I’m fine.” 

But I knew I wasn’t and didn’t understand why I kept protesting. I stood and raised my palms to forestall any argument. “I’ll rest after we’ve got a working plan on how to handle this situation. We can’t just rest without -”

“No,” said Brielle. “You’re not fine. Emma?”

Both women turned, gripped the edge of the pool, then hauled themselves out, water cascading down their near-naked bodies as they rose and walked to where I stood. 

The heat had brought a flush out in their skin, and their hands were moist as they reached out as one to undress me.

“Hey,” I protested. “Hey, I can - wait a second -”

They didn’t wait. Emma unbuckled my belt while Brielle pulled my tunic over my head. My pants dropped down to my ankles as I was pushed down onto the chair so both women could work on my boots. 

I sat there, fighting to feel nothing, to focus on their beauty, the contrast between the blond and the redhead, to distract myself with their glistening curves and firm flesh.

But my insides were quaking. I felt a surge of anger - I’d not be feeling this if Imogen hadn’t pushed the issue. I’d been doing fine before she brought it all up.

Then my boots were off, my socks, and Brielle tugged my pants free, tossing them aside.

“I know that look,” she said. “You’re going to say something pig-headed about not getting in the pool and washing.”

“Yep,” said Emma. “I’ve seen that look a thousand times. Sorry, Noah. You’re outvoted. And shit, you’re bleeding.”

The wound in my side was trickling blood, the deeply mottled flesh Little Meow had healed over the hole having split. Only when I saw that did I register the dull pain throbbing in my side. “This isn’t a democracy. I’m the fucking Savior. If I don’t want to get in the water -”

“Nope, right now you’re just Noah,” said Brielle, rising and taking hold of my wrist. Emma did the same, and together they levered me to my feet. “Now forward march.”

Reluctantly I allowed them to escort me to the pool’s shallow edge, and together the three of us stepped out to plunge into the waters.

Holy crap, it felt good. Heated to just the right temperature, I felt the warmth immediately sink into my flesh, right down to my bones. The girls urged me deeper, and I gave myself over to the sensations - the deliciousness that washed over my skin, that began the process of melting the tension out of my kinked muscles.

Countless scabbed cuts began to sting, but I ignored them. There was still something profoundly wrong with the wound I’d suffered from the Ur-Gharab spear, but I tuned that out as well. Turning onto my back, I just floated, arms and legs extended. The heat sank into every crevasse, and each moment thawed me out a little more. I’d been like a fist, I realized, clenched white-knuckle tight. Slowly, slowly I began to relax.

Hands took hold of my shoulders, gentle but firm, and turned me around, pulling me back to the steps at the shallow end of the pool. I blinked and went to turn, but Brielle guided my upper body into her lap as she sat down on a step. My arms draped over her smooth thighs, my head falling back to rest against her stomach.

Emma positioned herself before me and took up one of my feet, which she began to knead with the balls of her thumb, digging deep and radiating out in small circles.

“Oh fuck,” I groaned, melting into Brielle’s embrace. 

“That’s right,” said Brielle with smug assurance. “Now tell me again why this was such a bad idea?”

I didn’t. Instead, I simply luxuriated in being held by her, in having first one, then the other foot massaged by Emma’s expert fingers.

“When did you get so good at foot massage?” I asked as she switched back to the first.

“Guilty,” said Little Meow, raising a hand from where she sat cross-legged by the edge of the pool. 

“She gave us lessons,” said Emma. “We had a lot of downtime while you were in the manifold with each of us.”

I lost track of time. It couldn’t have been more than ten minutes, but time ceased to have meaning as Emma worked on my feet. All the while Brielle traced the contours of my body, the ridges of muscle and swell of my shoulders, touching me lightly, languorously, as I sank ever deeper into a daze.

When they were done, they found some pots of minty, soapy stuff, and lathered up, laughing and splashing each other, then ducking down to wash away the suds. There was some mechanism at play in the pool that sucked away the soap and dirty water, so the pool itself remained pristine. 

Perfection.

I washed up, then together we emerged from the pool. Little Meow had found thick, perfectly white towels for us to all dry off with, and took me by the hand, leading me through an archway into a small side chamber. Dry heat baked off the walls that surrounded what could only be a massage table.

“Seriously,” I said, looking at the subtle wall sconces from which soft, honeyed light radiated, the potted ferns that stood in the corners, the padded table itself. “This is ridiculous. I thought Gharab was going to be brutal.”

“It might still prove so,” said Little Meow, pushing me down onto the table. “But the wise man takes respite where he finds it.”

“Guess I’m being forced to be wise,” I said, lying face down on the table.

“Better late than never.” I heard her rub her hands briskly together, then understood why when she placed them on my back: they were slick with oil that she’d just warmed between her palms. 

I could hear the girls talking in the pool room, but the sounds seemed to recede as Little Meow worked my body, her fingers tracing and probing, working and kneading. My time as the Savior had seen me put on some serious muscle mass, and there was plenty for her to work.

She started with the small of my back, then massaged up my lats, digging deep. Focusing around my shoulder blades, she found knots of pain and crunchy spots which she annihilated with smooth, perfect precision.

“You’re a fortunate man, Noah,” she said, voice soft, slightly breathy from her exertion. “To be so loved.”

It didn’t sound like a question, so I remained quiet, blissed out.

“And I feel really lucky to be with you all,” she continued, hands never ceasing. “I wasn’t exactly lonely back in Tagimron? I mean, I was making friends, keeping busy, but there wasn’t any depth to my relationships. They were… transactional? With you all, I feel like I’ve found a family. Even though I just met you a month or two ago. Which is… rare.”

“Do you have a family?” I asked, voice muffled. “Waiting for you somewhere?”

Her hands paused. She didn’t answer right away, but when she did, she resumed her massage. “No.” The word was so quiet I almost didn’t hear her. “Not anymore.”

“I’m sorry,” I said. 

“An old wound, now. It’s funny, isn’t it? How time doesn’t make the pain go away, but instead just… replaces it with new concerns? The business of living?”

I thought of Michael; his honest, grinning face, curly black hair, and relaxed confidence, all goodwill and love. I felt that pang of pain again, but just as quickly it washed away, like a tide receding into the ocean.

“Yeah,” I said, voice growing thick. “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Let’s try this wound again. Brace yourself.” She placed her hand over the spear injury. Crackling, itching pain crept through me, but I didn’t so much as wince. I simply observed the sensation, which diminished by slow degrees, eventually disappearing altogether. 

“There,” she said. “Better?”

“Mmhmm,” was all I managed. 

She moved down from my back to one of my legs, working in silence on my hamstring for a while. 

“There’s great corruption here in Ur-Gharab,” she continued after a time, her voice contemplative. “We need to be careful, Noah. I mean, I know you will be? But you guys are getting very close to Lilith now. She knows you’re a threat. And… I don’t know. She’s going to be working hard to stop you. So, whatever comes, we have to be careful.”

She stopped, and I sensed her straightening. “I’m sorry, that was like, the worst advice ever.”

I smiled into the padding. “No, you’re right.”

“I mean, if Tagimron was about tearing you all apart, using your weaknesses against you, then Gharab will attack you in a different but perhaps more dangerous way, yeah?” She resumed her massage. “This sphere is all about endless conflict without wisdom or mildness, where life is endlessly destroyed as soon as it’s created. I don’t know how that will manifest as an attack on your integrity, but it’ll appeal to your darker natures. The corruption, the… temptation? Will be different but hard to resist.”

“Yeah,” I said, turning over as she prompted me. I studied her as she moved to my other leg - her slender frame, her cat mask gleaming. “Why are you still wearing that mask? We’re safe in here, aren’t we?”

She paused, looking up. I’d seen her face briefly back in Tagimron. She was gorgeous, with high cheekbones, a hint of East Asian ancestry to her features. Hauntingly beautiful, a beauty made even more poignant for always being hidden. 

“Sorry,” I said. “Your call, obviously.”

“No, I understand.” She reached up to touch the mask. “It is weird, I know. But… I guess you could say it’s my own trauma. What happened to me. What brought me to Tagimron. It’s… I never want certain things to happen again. And protecting myself, my face, my name, my identity – it’s a way to try and make sure they don’t.”

“I understand,” I said.

Still, she hesitated. “I know Imogen said we were safe in here.”

I lay there, feeling heavy and ponderous, relaxed and somnolent, watching her. 

“But… there’s no real reason to keep wearing this, other than… maybe habit?”

“You don’t have to take it off,” I said. “It’s your call, absolutely.”

She took the mask by the bottom edge and lifted until it rested atop her dark hair. She stared down at me, expression conflicted; a single vertical line appeared between her brows, her lively, intelligent gaze troubled. 

She was beautiful. Youthful and pensive, the kind of beauty that’s only enhanced by the person being completely unaware of how striking they were.

“But… I was just saying how you guys are all becoming like family,” she said, then bit her lower lip for a moment, considering. “And if I can’t relax, even now? Then…”

I reached out and took her hand. “You’re safe. But you don’t have anything to prove. I understand that there’s more going on with the mask than I understand. And that’s enough for me.”

“You sure?” She squeezed my hand. “I’ve been feeling weird about it. Like maybe you guys would be insulted by my still wearing it.”

“No,” I said. “You’re good.”

“Thank you.” Again, she hesitated, then she lowered the mask over her face.

She just stood there, looking somehow smaller. Her shoulders were hunched, head hanging low.

“Hey,” I said, sitting up.

“I’m okay,” she said.

But still, she didn’t move.

I took her hands again. She held herself stiffly, almost rigid.

“Hey,” I said again.

“I’m sorry. I’m sorry! I’m being silly. I - it’s just that - I hate needing this mask, and the relief I felt when I pulled it back on, it made me - it makes me so angry, and weak, and frustrated, and -”

I reached up and pulled her down into a hug. Her mask was hard and angular against my shoulder and cheek, but she held onto me tightly, smelling of massage oil, her thick, lustrous black hair spilling down my front. Her whole body shook. So, I just held her, waiting, until she pulled away with a sudden inhalation and adjusted her mask.

“I’m so sorry! This has to be the worst massage I’ve ever given.”

“No,” I said, smiling up at her. “It was great. You’re great.”

She glanced around, as if not knowing where to look, then gathered her thick hair between her hands and moved it behind her shoulder. “Um. I never finished. Want me to…?”

And, sensing her need to finish - to prove, perhaps to herself, that she was still in control - I lay back down and closed my eyes.

Little Meow placed her hands on my chest, resting them lightly there. She didn’t move, but just before I opened my eyes again, I felt her lean down and heard her whisper: “Thank you, Noah.”

The next half hour or so passed in silence; at some point, I fell asleep. Fell into a heaven made of strong fingers, slick oil, and an ever-deepening sense of relaxation from whose gravity well I couldn’t escape.

Hands stirred me back to waking, and I saw Imogen bending over me, a slight smile on her pert lips. “Little Meow said you were snoring.”

“Oh god,” I said, sitting up. “I’m sorry, I -”

“Shh. Come on. I said you had to bathe, get a massage, and then sleep. Let’s move you to the bed.”

“Oh,” I said, feeling thick-headed and lethargic. “Sure. No complaints this time.”

I took a moment to dip back into the pool, washing off the oil, then emerged to towel off and take Imogen’s gloved hand. She led me through another archway and down a brief corridor to a large room, dominated by a bed big enough to play tennis on. A multitude of pillows and cushions adorned the carved wooden headboard, and the thick, plush blankets had been pulled back to reveal an invitingly smooth interior.

I sat down with a sigh, finding the bed at first yielding, then firm a little deeper down. I fell back with utter contentment. The sheets were clean and cool, and I couldn’t remember the last time I’d laid down in such utter comfort.

“Imogen,” I began, turning to where she stood, then fell silent.

She was undressing. 

She peeled her gloves off her arms, revealing the dark tattoos that covered every inch of her skin. Reaching behind her back to unbutton her dress, she shimmied out of it, allowing the thick black skirt and white apron to fall to the ground. 

She wasn’t muscled like Valeria or toned and sculpted like Brielle, but rather trim and petite, with surprisingly generous hips and a narrow waist. Her twin messy braids fell over her shoulders. Every inch of her skin was covered in Harmiel, which rippled and changed sluggishly if examined for long; overlapping scales like that of some koi fish gave way to bruised petals like that of some Hawaiian flower, which changed into the slowly melting face of a demon. All of it in shades of yellow and purple, the darkest blue and black.

Imogen undressed with calm deliberation. I watched, head propped on one hand, drinking in the sight of her, but moreover appreciating the deep trust this took on her part. At last, she set the glasses down on her pile of clothing and slid in beside me. 

Her skin was cool and smooth; I’d never have guessed she was so covered in tattoos from touch alone. She nestled against me, leg sliding between mine, arm draping over my chest, cheek resting on my shoulder. 

I pulled the blanket down over us and lay still, staring up at the high ceiling. I didn’t feel at peace; even now, I was too aware of the dangers that awaited us, could feel the lurking monsters from my recent traumas awaiting me in the wings of my mind. But it was as close to peace as I could come, holding Imogen, her body slender and trusting beside my own, her hair brushing against my cheek, her fingers gently caressing my chest.

“I love you,” I said, surprising myself. 

“And I love you,” she replied, without hesitation, without doubt. 

I felt the urge to ask her thoughts on our situation, To sound out her advice on how to approach Emelias. How we could go about revealing his plans, foiling his stratagems. 

But Imogen closed her eyes, nuzzled in closer, and sighed contentedly.

So, with effort, I allowed my eyes to close as well, and soon joined her in a deep sleep.

 

Chapter 3

 

 

 

I awoke to discover that Brielle and Emma had joined us in the huge bed. Taking up the far side, they lay carelessly intertwined, their hair meshed, both breathing easily. Their skin had that fresh, well-scrubbed look none of us had sported in ages.

For a moment I wondered why I’d awoken, then saw Little Meow standing in the doorway, mask on and knuckles raised to the frame where she’d just finished rapping. 

“Breakfast? Or perhaps it's dinner? I can’t tell,” she said.

My stomach gargled as I felt a pang. “Perfect. How long were we asleep?”

“A few hours. There isn’t a good way to tell the time here.”

Imogen stretched, startled, then jerked the blanket up to her chin.

“I’ll leave you guys to it,” said Little Meow, backing away.

“Hmm?” Brielle arched her back, stretching even more luxuriously than Imogen, then turned to blink her searing blue eyes at me. “Something about dinner?”

“Or breakfast,” I said, kissing Imogen on the cheek as I slid over her to get out of bed. “Last one there has to eat the Brussel sprouts.”

“A true delicacy,” said Brielle with a sniff, turning to consider Emma, who still lay asleep. “When braised with a reduction of balsamic vinegar and crusted with sea salt.”

“All yours, then,” I said, pulling on my clothing.

“Where am…?” asked Emma, blinking and coming awake. “Oh. Good morning.”

“Morning, kitten,” said Brielle, tapping Emma’s nose before sitting up. She wore a dark bra and little else, her crimson hair tumbling down her shoulders to curl over her freckled cleavage. “Time to rise and embrace the glory of the Source.”

“Oh,” said Emma, turning her face away to bury it in her pillow. “Do we have to?”

I chuckled and left them to it, knowing Imogen wanted solitude in which to get dressed. Stepping back into the main chamber with its still-steaming pool, I saw a table had been set up by a half-dozen strangers in collars. They bustled around it, placing the finishing touches on plates, silverware, glasses, and platters of food.

“Morning,” I said. “Thank you for the food.”

They glanced at me, half-startled, half-horrified; then as one, they dropped to their knees, bowing their heads to the ground.

Little Meow and I froze. 

“Uh - there’s no need for that,” I said. 

They didn’t move.

“Seriously. Please get up.”

Cautiously, slowly, they rose, glancing at each other. Then, avoiding my eyes, they resumed their work. 

I glanced over at Little Meow, who shrugged.

“You guys work for Emelias?” I asked, drawing close.

They all dropped to their knees again and bowed their heads to the ground.

“Okay, seriously. Stop doing that. On your feet, yeah?”

Again, they rose, this time a little more quickly, and once more glanced at each other before returning to their duties.

“Guess they’re not allowed to talk?” said Little Meow.

“Guess not.” It was weird, standing there while being studiously ignored. None of the servants were alike; their skin, stature, and age all varied, with only their extreme deference in common. A few moments later they were finished, and with deep bows, they backed toward the door, never turning around till they were gone from sight.

“That was awful,” I said. “They looked terrified.”

“Their master is a Morathi,” said Little Meow, surveying the spread. “Guess that says it all.”

“Yeah.” The joy in the food died within me. “You think this stuff is safe to eat?”

There were platters of gleaming sausage links, bowls of fish soup, loaves of light, airy bread with crocks of butter and honey, fruit salad in a crystal bowl, salvers of smoked salmon, boiled eggs - more than an entire football team could eat.

“I think so?” Little Meow took up a plate and held it to her chest. “Be strange for them to go through such effort to make us comfortable only to poison us later.”

“Or it could corrupt us,” said Valeria, sitting up from where she’d been sleeping all this time. Her face was still lined with pain, but her eyes were bright and alert once more. “Like their healing is wont to do.”

“True,” said Little Meow, then sighed. “But I’m so hungry.”

“Maybe we can wait for Imogen,” I said. “She’s got more familiarity with this than any of us.”

“All right,” said Little Meow, setting her plate down. “Fair enough. How are you feeling, Valeria?”

“Better, thank you.” She rose to her feet, rolling her head about her neck so a series of pops sounded out, then crossed an arm over her chest and pinned it with the other to stretch her shoulder. “Feeling weak, but much better. Might take a dip in that pool before eating, though. I feel like I’ve been rolled down a mountain of corpses.”

“Not a good feeling,” I said. “But even if you felt much better, the water’s still great.”

“Then if you’ll excuse me,” she said, and quickly shucked her clothing. I no longer knew how many times I’d seen her body, but it still never ceased to impress me. She was feminine yet strong, with muscles flaring into view as they tensed; her thighs were rock hard, her core sculpted, her arms possessing a panther-like strength. Geometric tattoos ran across her arms and thighs, emphasizing her power. She looked like a Valkyrie brought to life.

I saw amusement in her gaze as she looked over at me, fingers working to untangle the thick braid in which her golden hair was bound. 

No need for words. I grinned at her and enjoyed the view as she gave me a wink, then moved down the steps into the heated water.

“Ah…” she sighed, closing her eyes and sinking beneath the surface. A moment later, she emerged, blowing spray from between her lips. “Now that’s good.”

Emma and Brielle entered shortly after, soon followed by Imogen, who declared the food innocent of corruption.

That was all the encouragement we needed. The next ten minutes were silent but for the sounds of silverware scraping on plates and the chewing of food.

Valeria swam slow, lazy laps, the pool so short it was barely worth the effort; I sat and enjoyed the show, the long pull of her muscled arms, the way her golden hair formed a shifting halo around her face.

When the last of us set our plates down, a knock sounded on the door, which opened without waiting to reveal Isossa in a black dress that was almost Victorian in cut. Tight across her torso and chest, it billowed out into a voluminous skirt, at once emphasizing her femininity while hiding most of her charms. 

“Good morning,” she said, taking in the scene with a smile. “I’m glad to see you’ve availed yourself of Emelias’s hospitality. He’d like a word with you all when you’re ready. Simply exit through this door when you’re presentable - or not, I suppose - and you’ll emerge into his library.”

“Is he going to supply us with answers?” asked Brielle, her facing turning hard.

“Oh yes, we’ve no secrets here,” said Isossa. “But you may not like what you hear. Alas. Isn’t that the way of the world? Still, don’t keep him waiting. He’s so excited to see you. It’d be cruel to linger.”

“I’d not wish to be cruel,” I said.

“Not yet, no,” replied Isossa with a smirk. “You’re too young and inexperienced. But give it time. I’ll see you all soon.”

With an inclination of her head, she stepped back out and closed the door.

“Answers,” said Valeria from where she’d stopped at the edge of the pool and folded her arms over the lip. “How can we trust what they tell us?”

“They’ll be revealing no matter what they say,” said Imogen. “And we’ll have to trust our instincts to tell the difference. Alas that we can’t simply psyche-imperium them into telling us what we wish to know.”

“Why not?” asked Valeria, looking up at her. “We disarm them, bind them, rip their amulets away…?”

“They’re not as defenseless as they seem,” said Imogen.

“And we’d be burning that bridge before we even know where we want to go,” I said. “Though it’s an option for later. First, let’s hear what they’re willing to volunteer.”

Valeria frowned. “Lies, that’s what they’ll volunteer. But very well. We’ll hear them out, and then wrest the truth from them.”

With that, she pushed herself up and out of the pool, the motion a wondrous display of physical prowess, to rise and walk to the closest towel.

Fifteen minutes later, we were ready, having donned our cloaks and packs and gathered before the door.

I took a deep breath, pulled it open, and stepped into a large, inviting study. It was all shadowy depths, with heavily waxed wooden furniture and a roaring fireplace under a massive mantel of black marble.

Emelias stood before the great fire, hands linked behind his back, gazing into its roaring depths. He turned and fixed me with an inscrutable smile as I made my way forward, over the plush carpet and toward the ring of armchairs set before the fireplace. 

Everywhere I looked were heavy leather tomes, the walls bounding with shelves from the floor to the ceiling that was lost in shadow. The air smelled of woodsmoke, leather, and old yellowed pages; it was hard not to be comforted by the scents, all of which in one way or another reminded me of better times.

“Welcome,” said Emelias. “Welcome, welcome, oh tenth Savior and his brave companions. Won’t you please have a seat? There is much for us to discuss.”

I lowered myself cautiously into one of the leather armchairs, earning an amused look from Emelias as he sat across from me.

“Oh relax, Noah! The chair doesn’t bite. This is probably one of the safest places in all Ur-Gharab for you, though you won’t believe me. And your delightful companions? Won’t you also sit?”

“No, thank you,” said Imogen stiffly. “We’re fine on our feet.”

“Have it your way. Drinks? No? Then let us get down to business.”

I leaned forward, elbows on knees. “Let’s. You can start by telling me what game you’re playing, Emelias. Boredom doesn’t explain you helping us.”

“You’d be surprised. Are surprised, I take it, because yes, my kind - well. We Morathi. We’re obviously on different sides of this war from you. No doubt you think us evil, and of course, we have our own explanations for what we do. But it would be so tiresome to bend your ear with justifications. Let us agree to disagree on why we do what we do, and instead move to the consequences.

“Life was quite exciting here in Ur-Gharab for a while, but that was nearly a decade ago. A decade since Lilith stormed this peerless city and claimed it for her own. Ah! The nights of fire and wine, of conquest and the heady thrill of victory, are now long gone. And we, we glorious conquerors? Well, some of us were sent on to lay siege to the next spheres. Others were given plum appointments across the spheres as they fell. Most were sent to rule the countless planets that have fallen to Lilith since, setting themselves up as kings and queens under her aegis. But we, we poor, undistinguished few? We were chosen to remain in Ur-Gharab, and uphold the dignity and gravitas of Lilith. For it is to here that the multitudes must march to pay obeisance, and someone must keep the lights on.”

Emelias gazed off to the side, slitting his eyes as he stared into the depths of the fire. “Oh, it was sold to us as a great honor. To be Lilith’s representatives in this hallowed city. But in truth? It’s quite, quite boring. There’s simply nothing to do, and being worshipped, believe it or not, grows quite boring after a while. Loses its savor. And boredom breeds cruelty, which in turn breeds excess, which culminates, a few years later in apathy and cynicism. Which is where you find me. Dying for stimulation, for novelty.”

He turned to smile at me. “So, you can guess how excited I was to see you materialize before me like a gift from Lilith herself. A Savior, with a full entourage! How thrilling! Only three others ever made it this far, and did I come within spitting distance of them? Oh no.”

“Three others?” I sat up. “Who were they?”

Emelias waved his hand as if the question were a paltry annoyance. “Oh, I don’t recall their names. They were brave and bold, determined, and ultimately unequal to the task. Two of them died here in Ur-Gharab, but one managed to press on and reached Malkuth. I surmise it didn’t go well for him there. But regardless. You are my guests, and I shall see to it that you are housed and fed, entertained, and informed until we must finally part ways. So please, begin. I shall answer everything you put to me as best I am able.”

“How ironic,” said Brielle, arms crossed and hip pressed to the side of my armchair, “seeing as how you’ve already refused to answer Noah’s first question.”

Emelias raised an eyebrow. “About the three Saviors? Not a refusal, my dear, but an inability. I can learn their names, however, if you desire it.”

“Please do,” I said. “So fine. You’re bored, and we’re your entertainment. I still don’t believe you, but whatever. Why does the regent want to meet with me alone?”

“Because you’re a Savior, dear boy. Chosen by the Source itself to champion it against Lilith. You are by definition remarkable, even if you don’t seem so at first sight, and she’s no doubt burning with curiosity. Poor Morgana. She spends every waking moment overseeing Ur-Gharab, guiding young Alusz, sometimes assisting her in receiving homage from ten or twenty delegations at once. She must be climbing the walls.”

“At once?” asked Imogen, moving to stand at my other side.

“Oh yes. You think it efficient to listen to one petitioner at a time? No, the palace is positively riddled with throne rooms, and an image of the queen and her regent appears in each, before which the delegations can fawn and bow and scrape to their heart’s content. And no, not a mere image. An actual iteration of their selves, capable of speech and consideration, just like the one you met with.”

“The queen is an adept of Sahaswara?” asked Imogen. 

Sahaswara. The seventh sanskara, the thousand-petaled lotus that crowned the head. The sanskara of enlightenment and spiritual connection, the most refined and most difficult to access - much less master.

“Oh, my dear, no. Not young Iphigenia, but Morgana. Why do you think she is our regent?” said Emelias, bowing his head. “But yes. Morgana is… ‘adept.’”

Imogen stirred with unease, and I felt it as well. The last person we’d met with access to that august sphere was Blindness, back in Ghogiel. They’d been a force of nature.

“Regardless. You asked what the regent wishes with you, and I believe she primarily, at least at first, wishes to take your measure. You are the tenth, are you not? The tenth Savior to seek our destruction. Perhaps - just perhaps - this time the Source will win through. Why wouldn’t she wish to gauge the mettle of your soul?”

I stirred in the armchair. “Will the queen be there?”

“Iphigenia? No. She leaves these matters to Morgana.”

Why did I feel disappointed? I thought of the young queen’s pensive frown, her remote gaze, her delicate beauty. No; it wasn’t just her striking appearance. There had been something in the depths of her eyes, in her disinterested words… I couldn’t quite pin it down.

“You’re dancing around the real answers I desire,” I said. “You’re not a band of spectators in the war between the Source and Lilith. You’re her most elite leaders. You have a dog in this race, and nothing you say will convince me otherwise.”

Emelias spread his hands appeasingly. “Then I suppose this conversation is ended, since you already know everything?”

I glowered at him.

“Know this, Savior. We may be Morathi, but we’re still human. We’re not all of us caricatures of evil, doing our utmost to bring evil and degradation to the world to further Lilith’s dreams. Some of us are a little more complex than that, a little more conflicted. But never mind. You’re clearly not interested in nuance, so let us leave that be. Ask about the great portal and the way to Malkuth.”

“Very well,” I said, sitting back, trying not to sound surly. “How do we get there?”

“There’s a column far below in the realm over which we hover. It acts as the fulcrum of the universe. From there, any planet may be reached, and many of the great spheres themselves. Gha Agsheblah, Tagimron, Gomaliel, and yes, even Malkuth.”

“Where is this column?” I asked. “How do we get to it?”

“Lilith is of course reluctant to have Saviors pounding on her door, and this being the only way that your kind can enter her realm without her permission, she’s made it hard for you to access it. As such, it moves about Ur-Gharab. The only person who knows where it is located at any given time is Regent Morgana herself.”

“And let me guess,” I said. “She’s going to demand something in exchange for that information.”

Emelias chuckled. “Perhaps. Who can tell? Such will be determined in your audience with her.”

“Morgana,” said Imogen, tone terse. “Why would she ever tell us its location?”

“I will not speak for the regent,” said Emelias with sudden gravity. 

“And how are we to trust her? Or any of you?” I asked. 

Emelias shrugged. “I’ve no idea. Perhaps because you have no choice?”

Valeria stepped forward, hand on the stock of her crossbow. “We could force it from you.”

“Because that worked out so well for you last time,” drawled Emelias. “Really, can we skip the posturing? I find it so tiresome.”

Valeria clapped a bolt into the crossbow and raised it to her shoulder, sighting down its length at where Emelias sat. “Who said I was posturing?”

“Very intimidating, yes, I’m quite terrified. Now, we all know you’re not going to shoot me -”

Valeria squeezed the trigger and the bolt leaped forth - not at the Morathi’s head or chest, but at his thigh. It was only stopped by a flickering patch of pale green light that appeared directly before its path.

I’d seen that kind of magic before when we’d intercepted the Final Skulls inspector back in Tagimron. It was an advanced form of warding that only appeared before the attack itself.

The bolt bounced clear off the green light as if it had hit stone, then disappeared into the darkness.

Valeria gaped. “But…” She stared down Lizbeth’s crossbow. “This can pierce wards…”

“Some wards,” said Emelias, tone bored. “It’s what, Level 3? My dear, my wards are just a smidgeon more advanced than that. Please. You insult me.”

“Valeria,” I said. “Stand down.”

I could feel the waves of displeasure boiling off her, but she stepped back.

“Honestly, you’re lucky you’re all so beautiful,” said Emelias. “My patience might otherwise rapidly be strained. Now. Trust. Let me paint you a picture. You are akin to a young swimmer who has decided to plunge into a raging river after training for a few weeks in a placid pond. Suddenly you find yourself out of your depth, being swept toward a colossal waterfall. I am a man standing on an outcropping past which you are being swept. I reach out my hand, and yell, ‘Take hold! I will help you!’”

Emelias’s eyes glittered as he stared at me, his gaze so intense I felt them like red-hot pokers boring into my own eyes. “And you, poor, deluded fool that you are, rather than take my hand, cry out: ‘How can I trust you?’”

My disquiet turned over and became anger. To better control my feelings, I initiated the Vam Mantra, whispering in the recesses of my mind: All creation in a drop of water. All creation before me.

“Your point is well taken,” I said. “But let me refine just one detail. This swimmer doesn’t see the waterfall with his eyes. Instead, as he swims, he sees this kind stranger atop a rock, yelling, ‘Beware! A waterfall is going to destroy you! Take my hand!’ The swimmer looks about and fails to see the waterfall. ‘Where is it?’ he calls, to which the stranger yells, ‘Don’t ask, just trust me! Take my hand!’”

Emelias frowned. “If you don’t see the waterfall, then you are in even more trouble than I presumed.”

“We’ve done all right so far,” I said.

“All right will prove insufficient in Ur-Gharab. Can any of you raise even a basic ward? No? Then you will die the moment you enter combat below. The time for child’s play is over, sweet ones. You will not be able to browbeat your way past the opponents that await you. You no longer cavort on Ghogiel with innocent babes, no longer play at war in Tagimron with infantile idiots. This is the real deal, and if you prove unequal to the task? Then you shall surely perish. As the others have before you.”

His words hung in the air, and for a moment, there was only the crackle of the fire. 

“We met someone called Ghalesha in Ghogiel,” said Emma, breaking the silence. “Killed her pretty easily. Was she just an innocent babe?”

Emelias’s face darkened. “So, it was you.”

“I don’t know,” said Brielle. “She gave it a good try. And what was the name of the other man with her? Salathis? I remember we stopped him cold as well. But that should come as no surprise, seeing as they were just ‘innocent babes.’”

Emelias took a deep, steadying breath, and his smile became fixed. “Perhaps I cast pearls before swine. You can mock me all you like. But when the end looms over you, when your companions lie strewn around you like broken dolls, then perhaps you will remember this conversation and realize that actually, I did seek to help you. Sought to do so in vain.”

“Don’t pretend to be our friend,” I said. “We’ll get on much better if you’re honest. So fine. We need to journey to this mysterious column. You don’t know where it is, but Morgana might tell us. Fair enough. That covers the basics.” 

“He’s right,” said Valeria, voice steeped in bitterness. “None of us know how to raise a ward. We’ll not last long without them.”

“It doesn’t look good at first glance,” said Emelias, seeming to relent and relax. “But you need not dive headlong into your first trial. There is room to train and improve your skills before you go.”

“You’ll train us?” asked Brielle, her voice rich with disbelief.

“Perhaps. If you cease shooting crossbows at me.”

“Again,” I said, grateful for how the Vam Mantra kept me calm. “The question becomes ‘Why?’ Why would you expend resources on your enemy?”

Emelias’s smile glittered in the firelight. “I think we’re past trying to explain that one. But remember this: you always have a choice. You can choose to avail yourself of my assistance or turn it down. Nobody will stop you either way. It’s your call. But you saw how you fared against mere city guards. How will you last against far greater opponents?”

It was a rhetorical question; or at least, our silence made it one.

“You won’t,” said Emelias finally. “You might struggle through one, maybe two battles, but you’ll suffer bitter losses. How willing are you to sacrifice your companions, Noah? Sacrifice them for nothing - for assuredly, as you stand, none of you will reach the column.”

“It’s a risk we’ve accepted from the beginning,” growled Valeria.

“But that was then, this is now, and you nearly died yesterday,” said Emelias. “Or have you so soon forgotten? And Isossa won’t be there next time to help your cat-faced healer.”

Stony silence was our only response. 

“So.” Emelias dusted a speck off his lap. “Soon you will see the regent, and if you impress her, be told where the column is. At which point you’ll be free to go whenever you’re ready. We’d all understand if you chose to leave right away - your people are dying in Bastion, are they not, as they fend off my dark lady’s army? Or you could raise your chances of success by learning the most basic of military strategies, such as wards and flight. Unless you all already know how to fly?”

More stony silence.

“I see. Well. Your end will be quick, at any rate. There’s that for consolation.”

“All right,” I said, marveling at my smooth tone. “You’ve made your point, Emelias, and we’re grateful for your council. I think it best to deliberate your offer before making a decision.”

“Wise,” said Emelias. 

“Do you have a sense of when the regent will summon me?”

“Tonight, possibly. She yearns for diversion, and being the Savior, you are a man of some import. Do you have something more… fitting? To wear?”

I resisted the urge to look down at my traveling clothes, simply raising an eyebrow in response.

“Then with your permission, I will arrange for you to wear something more becoming of your station and dignity. Fear not! I won’t bedeck you in foppish finery. Something reserved, in good taste, and worthy of your title. Unless you would rather approach her dressed as a traveling mendicant?”

“I’ll take a look at whatever you come up with,” I said, rising to my feet. “Thank you for your time.”

“But I’ve questions for you!” exclaimed Emelias in dismay. “I promised Isossa we would have a fun afternoon learning all about your past, your adventures…? No? Alas.” He slumped back into his chair. “Perhaps when you trust me more. For you will come to trust me, Noah, I assure you of that.”

“Perhaps.” Now it was my turn to smile coldly. “Though you said I had a choice in everything.”

Emelias narrowed his eyes a fraction and made no response.

“I look forward to the regent’s summons.” I moved to the door, my companions following. “This will lead back to our suite?”

Emelias waved a hand, not bothering to look in our direction.

The door opened to our pool room. We filed in, and Little Meow pressed it shut with a deliberate click.

“That was…” began Brielle, scratching at her scalp with both hands then flinging her arms down to turn and drop into a lounge chair. “Frustrating? Infuriating? The gall of that man! He acts insulted that we don’t consider him one of our boon companions yet.”

“I think most of that was an act?” Little Meow had stayed close to the front door, stepping aside to run her fingers over the drooping tendrils of a potted fern. “He knows exactly what he’s doing.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen, tone precise, expression troubled. “It’s a finely calibrated act. We can’t underestimate him. I think that’s what he wants. To lower himself in our esteem so we make mistakes down the road.”

“He turned my bolt,” said Valeria, tone subdued, “as if it were nothing. He’s powerful.”

“Yeah,” I said, walking back to the breakfast table. It had been cleared and reset with carafes of coffee and juices; I poured myself a cup of black liquid. “And don’t forget how quickly got us access to the queen.”

“And how he took the captain of the guard aside after we nearly killed her?” continued Emma, joining me in pouring a cup. “He’s got some serious clout.”

“Then I don’t understand,” said Valeria. She sank into the lounge chair beside Brielle’s and set her crossbow on the ground. “Why pretend to be less than he is? Why not try to impress or intimidate us?”

Imogen approached the table, reaching for what looked like the orange juice. “I think, for one, that he enjoys the act. There is a streak of sadism in him a mile wide. I recognize it well. I had professors like him back at the Academy.”

“Your academy sounds truly awful,” said Emma.

“You’ve no idea,” I muttered.

“Second,” continued Imogen, “I think he senses how browbeating us would only drive us away. Stiffen our resistance. We’ve come too far, suffered too much, to allow a Morathi to force us into a course of action we reject. He might be painting us as weak, but we’re clearly strong enough to merit him putting up this whole act.”

“That’s something, at any rate,” said Brielle, frowning at the steaming waters of the pool. “I was about to slap that smirk right off his horse face.”

“Try to smack,” said Emma, turning to lean her hip against the table as she stirred her coffee and winked at Brielle.

“No, my smack is at least a Level 8 weapon,” said Brielle. “I’d get through.”

“What’s with the levels?” I asked. “Neveah’s blade - where is Neveah?”

We all glanced around. 

“Here,” said the assassin, and there she was, leaning against the wall, nonchalant and reserved as if she’d been there all along. 

Maybe she had.

“Right,” I said. “He said your blade was Level 6. Lizbeth’s crossbow is ‘only’ Level 3. Anybody know what he’s talking about?”

We all looked at Imogen.

“What?” she asked, sounding defensive as she sipped her orange juice. “Why do you all think I know everything?”

Brielle raised an eyebrow. “Do you know about these levels?”

“Yes,” scowled Imogen, lowering her glass. “Mankind loves nothing so much as classifying the phenomena of the universe. It’s a spectrum of power on which different artifacts can be placed. Level 1 being a light stone, say, or one of the Library Assistants back in Bastion.”

“Weren’t you the library assistant?” asked Emma.

“No. A Library Assistant is a band of enchanted wood that readers wear around their wrist. It turns the pages of older books for them, a basic form of telekinesis, so they don’t risk tearing the pages apart. But regardless. Other items range across the spectrum; amulets that ward against magic like psyche-imperium can possess differing levels of power, with the greatest of them resistant to even the most powerful spells.”

“So, Level 3,” said Valeria, glancing down at the large crossbow. “Not as impressive as I’d thought?”

“No, it’s very impressive. Artifacts are incredibly rare. Only wondrously talented magi can create them, and that’s if they dedicate their lives to the study. It’s an application of Alchemy, the other discipline of the seventh sanskara, Sahaswara.”

Valeria pursed her lips and nodded, mollified.

“So, if Neveah’s blade is Level 6, that means there are weapons out there that are… Level 10?” I asked. “Level 20?”

“By the Source, I hope not,” said Valeria. “At least, not if anybody else is wielding them.”

“I’ve never heard of an artifact ranked above ten,” said Imogen. “And there’s only one of those. That’s your blade, Noah. Shard.”

I startled, glancing down where it was strapped at my hip, then back up at her. “Shard? Level 10?”

I felt like a fool. Of course, it would be that powerful. It was the blade of the Savior, a gift from the Source itself. Why wouldn’t it be so perilous?

Luckily, I managed to correct myself before anybody had a chance to mock my surprise. “I mean, yes, right, but… how come it doesn’t feel that powerful? I can hurl beams of golden light, I can cut through a lot of substances, and it makes me a better fighter, but… that doesn’t feel like Level 10?”

It was Neveah who answered. “Shard’s power reflects that of its wielder. As you grow, so will its abilities.”

“Oh,” I said. “So you’re saying I’m, like, a Level 2 dude.”

Neveah’s mouth quirked into a smile, then she looked away. The smile remained, however.

“What about Victor’s blade?” asked Emma, looking down at where it was sheathed at her hip. “Does it have any power? So far I’ve just been using it like any other sword.”

“I would say it does,” said Imogen carefully. “Though as to what manner of magic and how powerful, I don’t know.”

“I’m getting so tired of this,” said Valeria, leaning her head back and pinching the bridge of her nose. Something about her tone - a hint of despair, or terrible fatigue - snagged my attention. “I knew this would be a slog, but… I hoped after Tagimron we’d passed the worst of it. To… never mind.” She dropped her hand into her lap. “I’m sorry. Just feeling worn out.”

“We all are,” I said, making sure I sounded confident. “Don’t doubt yourself because you’re feeling beat. Tagimron was…” I paused, searching for the right word.

“Brutal,” whispered Imogen.

“Sadistic,” said Emma. 

“Verily it was fucked up,” said Brielle.

Neveah stayed silent. 

“Right,” I said. “We need to make the most of this downtime. We need to rest up, eat well, and recover. There may have been some wisdom in what Emelias said about waiting. I know we all want to rush forward - mostly, I think, to get this over with - but I don’t think we’re ready. And I’m not just talking wards. We’re… I don’t know, run ragged? When we fought those guards, I didn’t even feel that worked up about the fight. More … numb? Like I was going through the motions?”

I saw thoughtful nods around the room. 

“I think we pushed too hard in Tagimron. We didn’t have a choice, but we need to heal. I think we’re all at the point of breaking right now.”

“Can I interject?” asked Little Meow, raising a hand. “I’m a little outside your group - I mean, you’re actually all companions and Savior, while I’m just a friend? But I’ve been hanging out with you all for a while now, and… yeah. You guys need to rest. I’ve spent most of my life focusing on Anahata, and healing in general, and much of the focus isn’t on the body, but the wounds dealt to the spirit. Um. You guys are fucked up.”

I took a deep breath, resisting the urge to allow my shoulders to slump. “So, that’s our first order of business,” I said. “Healing. Regaining our spiritual strength.”

“Second order,” said Imogen, “is to remain wary of corruption. That’s all Emelias wants, I’m sure of it. And the way corruption works is, at first, it’s genuinely helpful. All this” - she waved her hand, taking in the pool, the banquet table - “is what we need right now. But just as the best liars tell as much of the truth as possible, so do Lilith’s agents try to prove as useful as possible while seeking to lead us astray.”

Emma stared down at her coffee. “So we shouldn’t be taking advantage of this stuff?”

“No, we should,” said Imogen. “Plus, I don’t think we have a choice. We just have to be vigilant against coming to trust him or being grateful for his help. No matter what he does for us, it’ll be to further his agenda.”

“Which is to destroy us,” I said. “Which I still don’t get. Why are they pussyfooting around their real goal? Why not simply kill us if we’re such easy prey? My death means Bastion falls, right?”

Nobody answered. 

“It’s a good question,” said Imogen at last. 

“You’re assuming they want you dead,” said Neveah.

Everyone turned to stare at her. 

“Well, don’t they?” asked Emma. “Don’t they want Bastion?”

“They do,” said Neveah.

“Then what are you saying?” I asked. “You remembering something, or know something about all this?”

“No,” said Neveah simply. “But I’ve learned to accept who people are by what they do. The Morathi don’t seem to want you dead. But they still want Bastion. Therefore, perhaps your death isn’t the best way to accomplish that.”

“I still don’t get it,” said Emma after a moment of consideration. “What else is there? Corruption?”

“Always a house favorite,” I said. 

Neveah shrugged.

“We don’t know,” said Imogen. “But I suppose we should be grateful. For now, we need to focus on gathering our strength and preparing for this new journey.”

“As long as there’s no dust like in Ghogiel,” said Valeria, closing her eyes again.

“This time we do them all together,” I said. “We don’t split up, and we’re not going into some psychotic machine of dream-dealing sadism whose sole purpose is to tear us apart at the seams.”

There were nods all around.

“All we have to do is kill things,” I said.

“And try not to get killed,” said Brielle.

“How can we get wards?” Emma sipped from her coffee again, but I could tell how nervous she was. “I mean, I just learned to start healing. It feels like a bit much to expect me to develop wards - but then again, maybe not? They’re both Anahata, right?”

“Right,” said Imogen. “Of all of us, you’ve got the greatest chance of developing that power, having tapped that sanskara already.”

“No pressure,” said Brielle with a grin.

Emma stuck her tongue out at her.

“We’re all going to need wards,” said Valeria tiredly. “You saw how formidable those guards were when they overlapped. We can’t fight from within Emma’s ward - assuming she gets one - alone.”

Pensive silence.

“One thing at a time,” I said. “I go speak to this regent, resist her attempts to corrupt me, and learn where we’re going. Then we regroup, review our new intel, and plan our next steps.”

There was silence again. Everyone sat in their own deep well of thought.

“Crazy thought,” I said at last. “What do you think are the odds Alusz Iphigenia isn’t as invested in all this Lilith corruption as everyone else?”

“She’s a Morathi,” said Imogen.

“Yeah, but when I said we were sworn enemies, her answer was less than… I don’t know. Fervent?”

“She’s Morathi,” said Imogen again. “There’s no common ground between us.”

“Agreed,” said Little Meow.

“Fair enough,” I said. “Just a thought.”

Little Meow rubbed her hands briskly down her thighs, then gave a little clap. “All right! Little Meow’s Massage Parlor is now open for business! We’ll be accepting reservations throughout the day, and attendance is mandatory. Hour-long slots are available, but I could possibly be convinced to do an hour and a half.”

With a grunt, Valeria sat up. “And I’ll lead folks through some stretching. Restorative stuff, nothing hard. Maybe this afternoon we can all work on sword forms.”

“Speaking of, I’ll lead a meditation later today,” said Imogen. “We clearly need to deepen our powers but could also benefit from meditation’s healing effects.”

“Actually.” I set my coffee aside. “Does everybody know the Vam Mantra? It helps with controlling your emotions, with taking the world as it is, and not as you wish it was or fear it might be.”

“I know it,” said Imogen quietly.

Everybody else shook their heads. 

“Great. Vam’s on the agenda for today,” I said.

Brielle looked at Emma. “What are we going to contribute?”

“Um. I could practice my healing on people. Alleviate pains and help old wounds?”

Brielle scowled. “Fine. In which case I’ll…” She paused, thinking. 

Valeria couldn’t help but smile. “Invite people to be mocked and insulted?”

“No,” said Brielle, then smiled sweetly. “But I’m willing to make an exception for you.”

“Valeria,” said Little Meow. “Um - would you be up for the first session?”

“Why me?” asked the warrior.

“You need it the most,” said Little Meow. “Sorry. It’s true.”

“I guess you’re right.” Valeria rose to her feet and arched her back, shrugging her way into a stretch before released it with a sigh. “Guess I can’t complain too much about receiving a world-class massage from a talented healer.”

“Knowing you? That would be right in line,” said Brielle. “See? And I’m just getting started.”

“In which case, watch me get the hell out of here,” said Valeria, and strode out of the room. I caught a glimpse of a small smile on her lips, however, and a knot of tension I’d not even noticed relaxed a fraction. 

The rest of the day was almost dream-like in its serenity. After months of violence, privation, and despair, it was surreal to spend hour after hour simply relaxing; taking the occasional swim, receiving a massage from Little Meow, or working at meditation, teaching the others the ways of the Vam Mantra.

We gathered for a late lunch and ate in companionable silence. Valeria ran us through sword forms until we broke a sweat and were all warmed up, at which point we stretched and settled into a late afternoon nap. Everyone joined me on the huge bed to relax and doze.

The stained-glass windows darkened as the afternoon wore on. Servants brought in a light dinner, but as the meal progressed, my tension returned. 

Imogen reached out to squeeze my hand. “You’ll do great.”

“Yeah,” I said, staring down at my plate. “Just… she’s mastered Sahaswara, right? What are the odds that I can go toe-to-toe with someone that powerful?”

“Just stick to your truths,” she said. “Don’t try to be clever or trick her. All her powers will fail before your faith.”

“Right,” I said, moving my sliver of steak across my plate with my fork, then back again. “Right.”

“She’s not joking,” said Brielle, expression intent. “You were able to see through the Manifold’s attempt to break me when I couldn’t. Without you, I’d have failed that test. You saw right through it.”

“And mine,” said Valeria, tone bitter. “I was seeing everything in terms of strength and victory. And somehow… you convinced me that one can win by not fighting.” She blew a lock of hair out of her face and gave me a conflicted grin. “Something I’m still not completely clear on, but there’s always room for growth, right?”

Emma set her fork down and leaned forward. “And in mine? How you were able to see through the fake world the Manifold put you in, where it was trying to prove you were crazy? Yet you had the faith to hold on to our reality, no matter how much crazier it seemed?” She gave a wondering shake of her head. “I almost feel sorry for this regent and her tricks.”

I raised both palms. “Hey, wait up, I wasn’t fishing for compliments.”

“Too bad,” said Neveah, and everyone paused, turning to look at her. She ignored the stares. Leaning in her chair, she pushed back on the rearmost two legs, lounging as if poured into the seat while still somehow managing to look ready for a fight. “You’re worthy of the title of Savior, Noah. More than Ilandro was. You have what it takes. You’re going to go all the way. To Malkuth. And there you will defeat Lilith.”

She spoke her words with absolute conviction, her gaze unwavering; the intensity behind them was unnerving. I didn’t move, transfixed by her stare until she dropped forward, the front two legs of her chair clacking on the stone floor.

“Unless,” she said, “one of your companions betray you.”

I waited for an outcry of anger or disbelief, but the other women flinched, remaining quiet. 

“Wait, what?” I looked from one of them to the next. Imogen was studying her plate. Valeria had looked down and away. Only Emma and Brielle were able to hold my gaze, but even Brielle looked troubled. 

“You guys aren’t going to betray me,” I said. “What is this bullshit?”

“I might not,” said Neveah. “I’d wade through balefire for you. But the thing inside me, if summoned…” 

She shuddered violently, rose to her feet, and strode from the room. 

Her departure was abrupt and shocking; I stared after her in disbelief, then turned back to the others. “Valeria? Imogen? What is this shit?”

Imogen shrugged one shoulder. “I will never betray you.” Her gaze remained fixed on the plate. “But I’m not as strong, as good, or as… pure as I thought I’d managed to become.” She looked up with a sad smile. “I’m working on it, though.”

I shook my head. “You’re fucking amazing, and you’re doing yourself a total disservice. I can’t believe I’m hearing this.”

Her eyes filled with tears, and she reached a gloved finger under her glasses to wipe them away. “I’m sorry. What we underwent in the Manifold, what it brought up. I won’t pretend it didn’t hurt me, change me, in profound ways. But I swear I’m going to keep wrestling with it and make sure those changes are for the better.”

She pushed her shoulders back, sitting up straighter, and gave a firm nod. “Yes. They will be for the better. It’s just… I’m sorry. I had a moment of weakness. Of… self-pity? I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be,” I said. “You’re far, far stronger than you know. Valeria?”

The warrior sighed, bit her lower lip, then glanced up at me from beneath her golden lashes. “I know what you want me to say. But this - our circle - is a place for honesty, right? And I just don’t feel like I’m pulling my weight. Not since Tagimron. You guys can’t raise wards, but I can’t even throw a bolt of fire. And now my crossbow’s been shown to be ineffective, and I feel so angry, I want to smash Emelias’s face in, but I simply can’t, and…”

She curled her hands into fists and grimaced. “I’m sorry. I’d never betray you, but I could fail you in a fight. Let everyone down. I’m just feeling very frustrated.”

I reached out and placed my hand over her fist. “I understand. Trust me. I’ve spent most of my life feeling frustrated, most of my time at Bastion being terrified, and a whole chunk of Ghogiel feeling out of my depth. But you know who had faith in me first?”

Valeria slowly raised her gaze to meet mine again.

“You did,” I said. “You believed me in before anyone else.”

“Before even me,” said Emma quietly.

“Way, way, way before me,” said Brielle, and managed to elicit a snort of amusement from Valeria.

“You had faith in me. And that is what made all this possible. We couldn’t have done any of this without you.”

Her eyes filled with tears. “I hate that I need you to say such things. I’m supposed to be… I’ve always been strong.” 

She pulled her hand away, wiped at her nose, and stared down into her lap. “Now I’m sitting here crying like a child, being reassured by the adults that I really am that special.”

“Valeria,” said Little Meow, voice gentle. “There isn’t enough strength in the whole universe to crush Lilith and her endless armies.”

“And that’s the pity of it all,” said Valeria softly, staring fixedly at her plate.

“No,” said Little Meow. “To say that is to misunderstand this entire conflict. Our greatest weapons against her aren’t our blades and fireballs. It's our hearts, our love, our faith, our trust.”

Valeria frowned at her. “Faith and trust wouldn’t have defeated all the enemies we’ve fought.”

Imogen leaned forward. “Do you think we’ve come this far because Noah’s been the most physically capable of all the Saviors?”

“Hey now,” I said. “You weren’t complaining last night.”

She thwapped me without looking away from Valeria. “Seriously. Some of our greatest heroes and warriors were chosen to be the Saviors and companions before by the Source. Pelleas Lightbringer himself, and look how he fared.”

“He reached Malkuth,” said Valeria, tone sullen.

“And there failed. Physical and magical might isn’t enough. Do you think they would have helped us win through the challenges of the Manifold?”

Valeria’s grimace deepened into a scowl, and she pushed away from the table to rise to her feet. “Yes, I know what you’re saying. Unfortunately, strength is what I’ve always relied on, and now suddenly it’s not worth anything, so my apologies for being frustrated. If you’ll excuse me, I’ll go work on my faith and trust so I’m not dragging the group down.” 

And with that, she strode out of the room.

I sat back. “That went well.”

“Hmm,” said Little Meow, turning back to the table. “We’re all under a lot of strain. One day spent relaxing won’t undo the wounds we’ve suffered.”

“We need to do something about her bitterness,” said Imogen.

“Doesn’t help that she’s right,” said Brielle, voice soft. “Without wards, without the ability to hurl magical attacks, she’s forced to depend on the strength of her arm, and that’s rapidly becoming irrelevant in the fights we’re going into.”

I thought of Valeria falling before the spear of light hurled by the Ur-Gharab guards, nearly dying before she could even close with their line. For Emelias to have ignored her crossbow bolt so dismissively had been a far greater blow to Valeria’s confidence than I’d imagined.

Had he set that up on purpose?

“Then we’ll have to level her up,” I said.

“Level her up?” asked Brielle. “What are you talking about?”

“Um, term from back home. It means to help her break through to the next power…. Level?”

“Yes,” said Imogen. “I’ll try some one-on-one sessions with her, see if we can’t deepen her grasp of Muladhara. Being able to hurl some manner of magical attack will do wonders for her self-esteem.”

“And I’ll try to talk to her,” I said. “Alone. She’s less prickly when it’s just the two of us.”

“I’ll keep on insulting her,” said Brielle. “It would throw her off too much if I started being nice.”

Emma punched Brielle lightly on the shoulder, and the princess laughed. “What? This is a wondrous example of maturity and psychological growth! I’m acknowledging what I bring to the table, and making sure to help others with my unique gifts.”

“Brielle, making people feel warm and fuzzy since Day 1,” I said with a grin.

“I’ve sure made you feel some manner of feelings,” said Brielle, her gaze growing wicked.

“That might be my cue to leave,” said Little Meow, dropping her napkin on her plate. “Not going to compete in that arena! Ha-ha. Um.”

“Awkward,” said Imogen, tone deadpan, then grinned and grabbed Little Meow by the arm. “Sit down.”

“So, serious question,” I said. “How banged up are we? I mean, we can’t even get through a dinner together right now. We ready for our journey across Ur-Gharab?”

“I think so,” said Emma. “I’m not an expert, but…” She shrugged. “We’ve been banged up, yeah? I mean, obviously. But I feel like, on some deeper level, we’re more solid, more connected than we’ve ever been. Like a lot of the nonsense has been cleared away, and we just trust each other more, even if we’re still hurting.”

All nodded. 

“And we need to explore what new capabilities we now have via our sanctums,” said Imogen. “We never had a chance before, but with Neveah bonding with you back in Tagimron, we’ve finally merged into a true circle. And that in turn could help us heal, draw us closer.”

“Speaking of which, we need to try and cleanse Neveah’s sanctum,” I said. “It’s fucked up in there. And the fact that she can keep functioning with that amount of corruption within her is… astounding.”

“She is astounding,” said Little Meow softly. “I’ve never met someone so…”

We all sat in silence, trying to find the right words to describe Neveah.

“Yeah,” I said at last. “But she needs help. That darkness is inside her, and Lilith clearly knows the summoning phrase. The moment one of her servants uses it against us, we’re all…”

“Fucked,” said Brielle.

“Fucked,” I said.

“We will need her permission to help,” said Imogen. “Nothing can be done without her being willing to tackle that corruption. I’ve some knowledge in the matter, though nothing that pertains directly. But what we underwent back in Ghogiel with my own parasite might be of use.”

“We needed Salathis to get it done, though,” I said. I winced at the memory, of the oath I’d broken, of Lizbeth and Sarah. 

“Then perhaps we need to find a new Salathis,” said Emma. “And compel him to heal Neveah.”

“I don’t know.” I rubbed my jaw. “What they did to her, it took a dozen really powerful servants of Lilith. I don’t know if any one person can undo it.” Then, realizing what I was saying, and how dark and depressing it sounded, I forced myself to sit upright. “But we have to try. And maybe the fact that we’re now bonded means that as a group we can try a cleansing.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen. “I’ll give it some thought. Little Meow, can we talk about it later? I’m sure Anahata will be involved.”

“Of course,” said Little Meow. 

A knock sounded on the double doors, which were shoved open as before to reveal Emelias and Isossa. 

“Do we interrupt?” asked our host. “We interrupt. Alas, but civil punctilios must be sacrificed when a regent issues a summons. Are you ready, Noah Kilmartin?”

I stood, chair scraping away behind me, and placed my hand on Shard’s pommel. 

Did Emelias wince?

“I am,” I said.

Imogen also rose to her feet. “He won’t go alone.”

“My apologies,” said Emelias, bowing low over his arm in an exaggerated fashion. “Only the Savior has been summoned.”

“I won’t go into the throne room,” said Imogen. “But I won’t allow Noah to travel alone in your presence.”

“Agreed,” said Brielle, rising to her feet.

Emma stood as well, as did Little Meow.

Emelias’s smile fell away from his face. “Everybody?”

“Yes,” said Neveah, emerging from an archway, Valeria a step behind her. 

“Fine, fine. How tiresome. It’s as if you didn’t trust me with all your heart. Very well, gather your things, we must leave at once. Isossa?”

The Morathi lady stepped forth, dark clothing folded over one arm. “A suit fit for a Savior. Get dressed, and we shall leave.”

I rubbed at my jaw, studying the elegant finery draped over her arm. “No, thanks. I’ll go as I am.”

Isossa raised an eyebrow. “You will need our regent’s favor if you are to succeed in your quest. It would be a foolish move to insult her by attending a private audience so garbed.”

“I’ll take the chance,” I said. “Thanks, but no thanks.”

I saw a flicker of emotion pass through Emelias’s eyes, then he smiled and shrugged. “Who knew the tenth Savior would prove so idiosyncratic? We have done our best, fair Isossa. You can lead an ass to water, and so forth. Shall we go?”

Tossing the clothing aside, Isossa turned back to the double doors and pulled them open, revealing a luxurious hallway from the palace beyond.

“Come,” said Emelias with a cold smile. “It’s impolite, perhaps even perilous, to keep a regent such as her Excellency Morgana waiting.”

 

Chapter 4

 

 

 

There was a minimum of pomp and circumstance. We traveled directly into the palace via our suite entrance, then down a hallway to a set of double doors.

There Emelias stopped.

“None may pass this portal but Noah,” he said, his tone ringing with finality. “Please do not press this issue.”

Valeria rolled one shoulder, eyes narrowed.

“But seeing as you all are so enamored with being difficult, I will say this: Noah’s safety is assured, and if you do not believe that, then we can return to my estate until you are ready to proceed.”

“I’ll go alone,” I said.

“Wise man. We shall await you here.”

“Good luck,” said Imogen, squeezing my hand.

“Noah doesn’t need good luck,” said Brielle. “He makes his own.”

I gave them all a tight smile and pushed the doors open. A small chamber lay beyond, intimately lit by soft candlelight, the floor covered with layered carpets, the rear half elevated to a dais that was positively smothered in cushions. The walls were hidden behind drapes, and a small chandelier hung from the gilt ceiling, from which a dozen candles burned. 

“She shall attend you presently,” said Emelias. “You know how it is. Regents refuse to be the party kept waiting.”

I entered, and the doors closed behind me. Moving forward, I took my time studying the room, searching for traps, wondering if it would be too gauche to look behind the drapes. I was about to do so, manners be damned, when a form began to materialize upon the cushions.

A moment later, Regent Morgana lay there outstretched, utterly at ease. I held still, unsure of myself; I’d expected her haughty and distant upon a crystal throne, not looking as if I’d interrupted her in her private quarters.

There was no denying her beauty, and my mind began to run to what sports could take place upon those cushions, only to belatedly realize that no doubt that was the direction she wished my thoughts to go.

The corners of her darkly painted lips quirked into a smile. The expression released me by arousing anger and resentment within my breast. 

I’d come too far, suffered through too much, to be so easily seduced, no matter how powerful or beautiful.

“Greetings, Noah Kilmartin, Tenth Savior of etcetera, etcetera.” She waved toward the cushions arranged before her dais. “Take a seat.”

It felt churlish to insist on standing, so I moved forward slowly, examining her openly. She wore a shifting collection of diaphanous veils that revealed her form while imparting upon her a glimmering and seductive mystery. She was all hips and angular shoulders, long, tapering legs, and black hair gleaming in the candlelight. Her pale cheekbones were burnished with a dusting of bronze, while dark wings of mascara spread from each eye, emphasizing their piercing beauty. A musky scent hung in the air, feminine and alluring.

Was she trying to seduce me?

I sat, cross-legged, and assumed the easy posture of countless hours spent meditating; straight back, chin slightly lowered, wrists resting lightly on my knees.

“We can dispense with all the usual formalities, you and I.” Her voice was a shadowy purr. “I am a regent, you the current Savior. Perhaps, cosmically speaking, we are equals, though you are but recently come to your title, whereas I… I have been a regent for far, far too long.”

Old Noah would have spoken up. I could feel the urge to do so even now, to make conversation for the sake of being… compliant? Even liked?

But I’d been through too much shit to care. So I sat there, watching her, gauging her.

And being gauged in turn.

She stirred, and I was reminded of a serpent shifting its coils, though she simply adjusted how her cheek rested on her palm. “These meetings are always at their most awkward the first time. You believe we have nothing in common. You see me as an obstacle to be circumvented or destroyed. You wonder why I’m wasting your time, and how best to detect my ploys, to sense from where my attack will come.”

“You met the other three Saviors?”

“I did. They all sat before me as you are doing now. Each wildly different from the last. Pelleas, with his golden hair and self-righteous sneer. Jevenna, who had suffered so terribly in reaching Ur-Gharab, and was so greatly reduced. And wise, dissembling Obui, so like a monkey, so kind and charming. Alas. And now here you are, Noah. The fourth to have come this far. Well done.”

“Only Pelleas made it to Malkuth,” I said. “Or so Emelias said.”

“He spoke truly. And how annoying that was, for the most arrogant, disdainful, and insulting of you all - the first, no less - to be the only one to pass through my sphere. But in the end, his fate was like that of the others.”

“Are you saying every Savior ended up like him?” I leaned forward. “A lich in service of your bitch queen?”

“Bitch queen?” Morgana’s eyes widened in delighted surprise. “So he has some bark to him! But yes, she is my queen, and oh yes, she is the universe’s most sublime, most holy, most reverential bitch. I would cut my heart out for her if she asked it, knowing full well that she’d as likely discard it as use it for some worthwhile purpose.”

“How can you serve her?” I asked. “Lilith wants to destroy everything. Wants to destroy the universe. How can you help her?”

“Oh, my dear, dear Noah.” Her smile was indulgent, patronizing, fond. “Is that how you see all this? An evil woman seeking to destroy the universe for… what? Spite? An attack of hysteria?”

“Doesn’t matter,” I said. “What matters is that the universe must be saved. I’m not saying it’s not a fucked-up place, that there isn’t evil in it, injustice, whatever. What I’m saying is that it’s worth fighting for, and that makes her worth stopping.”

“Hmm.” She raised a cup of wine from between her cushions and swirled it. “‘The world is a fine place and worth fighting for.’ I see that line in your mind. A book you read, but which you’ve forgotten.”

But at her words, the prose came back, even as I startled, trying to figure how to close my mind. The world is a fine place and worth fighting for, I’d read in Hemmingway’s For Whom the Bell Tolls. But she’d left out the last bit: and I very much hate to leave it.

She’d meant for me to remember those last words. Was this some next level intimidation tactic?

“Oh, relax, you can’t keep me out while having this conversation. Not that there’s anything that special in there. Here’s a secret you learn pretty quickly once you begin to travel up the circles of Sahaswara - you can’t learn all that much about a person from their memories, or even their thoughts. Everything is unreliable and curated, sometimes distorted to the point of invention. Oh, you get a general gist, but their true nature? That lies hidden, often from the person themselves, and will surprise the incautious practitioner of Sahaswara just when you think you’ve gotten them figured out.”

“Get out of my mind,” I said.

Her dark eyes gleamed. “Make me.” The moment grew tense as I began to rise from the cushion, then she laughed. “Oh, very well. As a courtesy, I shall. But to return to Lilith - what do you actually know about her, Noah? Other than her being the universe’s greatest foe?”

“That’s all I need to know.” I forced my voice to remain steady. “And from everything I’ve seen of her followers - the monsters, both human and otherwise - that’s all I need to know.”

“Have you ever seen beauty in fire, Noah?”

I narrowed my eyes.

“It’s not a trick question.”

“Sure sounds like one.”

“Of course, you’ve seen beauty in fire. And if so, then you’ve caught a glimpse of Lilith’s beauty. And please, don’t worry. I’m not going to waste our time trying to convert you to her cause. I just want to give you a glimpse. Into who I am, and why I worship her. It’s for the same reason you’ve stared into the heart of a fire, mesmerized by what it does to its fuel. A force of nature. A cleansing agent.”

“Her agents don’t cleanse,” I said. “They pervert, they torture, they delight in pain and death.”

“True. Most of her servants do. But they’re simpletons. Does every soldier of the Source exemplify its deepest philosophies? No. Do I judge the Source by its rank and file? No. I seek to know its heart. And Lilith’s is simple. Breathtakingly so. She seeks to destroy the Source because she has no choice. She seeks to destroy the Source because it wills her to do so.”

I chuckled. “Nice. That’s some grade-A bullshit you’re serving up.”

“The universe is cyclical,” said Morgana. “It expands, reaches its apex, then contracts and reduces itself into a seed -”

“A birthstar,” I said.

She paused, and for the first time, I saw surprise cross her face. “Yes. A birthstar. Which Lilith nurtures into existence, creating a new Tree of Life in the process. Her role is mandated by the cycle, Noah. The Source cannot endlessly expand, growing ever thinner, ever more attenuated, until all life becomes stretched out; unable to exist, without enough reality to allow it to infuse itself into being. It needs to be culled. Reduced. Burned back to its source so that it can grow anew.

“The Source needs Lilith. Lilith is its dark mirror, its guardian, its mother. Without her eternal, cyclical assault, all would evaporate into a haze of endless white light. It is she that makes us possible, every time, by playing the role the Source gave her.”

I bit back my immediate rejection, mulling over her words. She watched me, half-amused, half-curious. 

“So you say,” I managed at last. “The only other evidence I’ve heard for your theory came from within the Manifold, which means it came from Enigma. So that’s two agents of Lilith telling me their version. You’ll excuse me if I don’t bite.”

“You don’t need me to excuse you,” said Morgana, sipping from her wine. “All I ask is this: think on my words. Think about how everything contains within its breast the seeds of its own destruction. How all energy is finite, how all worlds tend toward ultimate decay. Everything dies. Cultures, cities, civilizations, suns - all die. They are but shadows of Lilith. Just as it is natural for people to ultimately die in some way or another, so is Lilith natural - a part and parcel of this universe we live in. So yes, resent her. Yes, struggle against her. But don’t write her off as a simple monster. She is so much more.”

“Fine,” I said. “Say she’s a living embodiment of entropy, or whatever. You still haven’t answered my question. Why serve her? Why hasten the end?”

“I didn’t really have a choice,” said Morgana simply.

“How so?”

“My people - the Morathi - we worship her. It’s our culture. I was taught to pray to her when I was a child. My community was organized around our religion, with her as our focal point. My family, my friends, everyone I knew worshipped her. Isn’t that how most of the people from your world were raised? And didn’t most of them follow the religions of their childhood, their people?”

“Well, yes,” I said. “But our religions preached love, preached - I don’t know, generosity, good things. Yours preaches death and torment.”

Morgana shrugged one shoulder. “Not for us. But it would take me hours to explain our most basic catechisms and beliefs.”

“Even so,” I said, “you’re an adult. You can reflect, you can choose a different path.”

“So can you,” said Morgana. “Here, try an experiment: stop following the Source and worship Lilith instead.”

I scowled. “If you won’t take this seriously, I won’t bother -”

She sat up, veils shifting and sliding to reveal tantalizing glimpses of her flesh. “Oh, I am taking this seriously, Noah. More than you know. But it grows tiresome to have you Saviors snap your fingers in my face and tell me to renounce everything I am, that I have known, simply because you disagree with my faith and morality.”

She didn’t raise her voice, but so intense were her words that I felt as if she’d slapped me.

“You worship creation and expansive energy,” she said. “I worship destruction and contraction. Flip sides of the same coin. Neither intrinsically better than the other. You believe me a fool because I am a living being who worships death; I believe you a fool because you’re a living being who would deny it. You don’t think it possible, logical, to worship death, but I tell you this: nobody has as acute an understanding of how precious our time alive is as someone who knows in their bones that they are fated to soon die. Only the ignorant squander their lives, believing themselves immortal. Do you know what Lilith’s sole message is to her faithful?”

“What?” I croaked.

Morgana smiled, and in that smile, I saw pain, heartache, and joy. “All her teachings stem from this one phrase, a phrase so powerful that echoes of it are heard on every world, are repeated by spiritual leaders from across the universe: The trouble is, you think you have time.”

Her smile became beautiful, poignant. “Don’t you see how beautiful that makes life? When you worship death, you cannot help but savor every moment of life. We Morathi are not perfect, but I would argue that throughout our short lives, we savor living far more than anybody else.”

My mind was spinning. I’d not been ready for a philosophical suplex. I felt like I’d been clotheslined by Plato. I knew I had to mount an objection, but what she was saying rang so true.

It was too easy for my mind to furnish her statements with supporting examples. People dying of cancer so vividly alive it hurt. The hours I’d spent playing countless computer games I hadn’t even really enjoyed, confident in the knowledge I had the rest of my life to compensate for that lost time - 

“But wait,” I said. “If you’re all so perfectly alive and all that, why did Iphigenia look so bored when I met her?”

“Ah,” said Morgana, lying back down and taking up her cup of wine. “A good question. Alas, poor Iphigenia. Our religion bids us live to the utmost, but her duty bids her act the figurehead for Lilith, and for her honor endure a stultifying existence.”

“That doesn’t add up,” I said.

“No, it doesn’t. We Morathi are human. Our philosophy demands perfection, but the real world acts in all kinds of ways to prevent us from achieving it. Poor Iphigenia is trapped on her throne, and for a girl so young? So inexperienced with life, so yearning for adventure and the sweet temptations of the heart? Alas. Woe is her. Etcetera.”

She took a deep drink from her cup.

“So she’s being fucked by Lilith.”

She scowled at me. “Her time as queen will be rewarded once Bastion falls. And yes, that might not accord with our faith, but I’m doing my best here. Everyone has to make sacrifices; this one is hers and mine.”

“And the other Morathi? Why do they look so… I don’t know - jaded? Bored? Emelias has only been talking about his boredom since we got here.”

“Another thing they don’t teach you growing up,” said Morgana. “Indulge in life’s pleasures too hard, too soon, and you lose the ability to savor the commonplace. Our greatest sages and religious teachers preach the value of simplicity, but it’s too easy, especially when young, to over-indulge in hedonism, to drink from every cup, to say yes to every temptation and sin. The consequence? Morathi who lose their path, who grow jaded and bored, when all of creation glitters out there, waiting to be enjoyed.” She paused, raised an eyebrow. “Don’t ask me to believe that all the faithful from your home planet are perfect followers of their religion’s creed?”

“No,” I said. “I guess not. Most everyone I know says one thing and then does another.”

I stared at the carpet before me, then caught myself. Was I agreeing with her? I frowned. 

“The mind is willing,” said Morgana moodily, staring into her cup. “But the flesh is weak. Or is it the other way round?”

Silence followed. I didn’t want to look at her. Instead, I forced myself to think on everything that I’d seen and experienced of Lilith’s evil.

Neveah on that altar. Sandovar with his bucket of boiling water. Victor torturing those bandits in their own camp. The horrors that had consumed Valeria’s home, the shoxars and Hindering Ones, Taniel with his Hexenmagic, and the Betheliim forcing the enslaved people of Peruthros to destroy the crystal beneath the city.

“No,” I said. “You preach a convincing version of Lilith as some natural force of entropy, but what I’ve seen - the horror, the perversity, the cruelty - that’s not natural. That was evil.”

Morgana sighed. “Each Savior has said the same thing. And I’ve always done my best to explain my side, but you know what? I grow tired of these debates. So fine. I wouldn’t let most of Lilith’s followers into my palace out of sheer distaste, but they all exemplify some aspect of her, no matter how small. Destruction comes in many forms. Call me evil, call Lilith evil, simplify the universe to some level of idiocy if it makes you feel better, and we can move on.”

And damn me, if she didn’t sound disappointed in me. As if I’d almost proven myself different, special in some way – had gotten her hopes up, only to fail her like all the rest.

I was surprised to realize that rankled me on some level. I felt an urge to prove to her, this decadent, weary, beautiful older woman, that I was special.

But I constrained that urge, put it away, and sat up straight once more.

“How do we get to Malkuth?” I asked.

“Malkuth, yes.” She swirled her wine about her glass once more, and I realized it had refilled itself. “Simple enough. You need to reach the Fulcrum down below. Placing your hand upon its top. Upon doing so, a portal to Malkuth will appear, and you may all at that point pass through and into Lilith’s own domain.”

“Fine. Where is this Fulcrum located? How are we to find it?”

“This is where I decide whether or not I wish to aid you, Noah Kilmartin.” Her smile was tinged with melancholy. “I chose not to help Pelleas, but he found it all the same. Not without great sacrifice, however. I did tell the other two, though ultimately even that knowledge availed them not.”

“Sounds like I’m better off not knowing.”

“Are you sure?” She raised an eyebrow. “I can quite easily remain silent and allow you to search the width and breadth of Gharab by yourself.”

“Would you be willing to tell me even if I asked?”

“Hmm.” She cocked her head to one side, considering me. “There’s something about you. Something… unique. You lack Pelleas’s rigidity, have managed to avoid the damage that so weakened Jevenna, and have more focus, more force, than Obui for all his wisdom. And you’re young, and handsome, and have the most delightful little bark. Yes, I see what aroused Alusz’s curiosity so. She pretended not to care but urged me to help you. So very well. I’ll help you in more ways than one.”

“Oh?”

“Yes. But first, let me tell you of the Fulcrum. It’s a heavens-defying column. It glows with an ivory hue, inscribed with all the wonders of the Source. No attempt on our part to change its appearance has succeeded.”

“Sounds frustrating.”

She gave me a crooked smile. “Very. But I, reigning as I do in Ur-Gharab in Alusz’s stead, can choose where it appears.”

“What’s to stop you then from moving it when I get close?”

Her crooked smile grew wider. “Oh, Noah. How little you understand the game that we are to play. Perhaps by your journey’s end, all these questions that bedevil you so will grow clear. I won’t. Move it, that is. Certain courtesies must be observed. I shall, however, place it somewhere that will test you and your companions’ abilities to their utmost. Though, alas. It seems you all aren’t the ablest group to have reached Ur-Gharab.”

“So we’ve been told,” I said, fighting to not sound irate.

“Yes. Well. You’ll have to grow quickly if you’re to have any chance below. Regardless. When you are ready to descend to Gharab proper, I shall open a portal for you that shall take you to your starting location, and provide you with a map on which the location of the Fulcrum will be marked. How you reach it will be your own affair. Once you pass through my portal, however, I shall keep the Fulcrum in place for a mere two weeks. At which time I shall move it to the farthest point in Gharab relative to where you then stand and keep moving it forevermore.”

“Two weeks,” I said. “What is it with your kind and these games?”

“Is it a game?” Her eyes glimmered. “Or something more serious? I suppose it doesn’t matter. The rules are what they are. Two weeks, and then the odds of your finding the Fulcrum will become infinitely remote.”

“And if I spurn your portal? Choose to climb down?”

“Then I wish you good luck. The descent from Ur-Gharab is perilous in the extreme. But that is, of course, your decision to make.”

I nodded slowly, mulling over her words. “And the other way you’re willing to help me?”

Her smile this time seemed genuine, lighting up her face with fondness and warmth. “You’re not ready for what lies below. Wouldn’t be if you trained here for a year. So, to prevent you from simply being eradicated the first moment you enter combat, I’ll give you a talisman. A token of my affection. You may activate it by snapping it in half and speaking my name, and it shall conjure a portal to my palace here in Ur-Gharab. Leave one half behind, for that will determine where your returning portal shall take you.”

“Uh huh,” I said. “And what’s the catch?”

A dark glimmer entered her eyes. “Try as she might to appear disinterested, I saw how Iphigenia looked at you. I care deeply for her. Feel almost a mother. So, if you use my token, then you must agree to spend a night with the queen.”

“You’re serious?” I didn’t know whether to laugh or dry swallow. “A night with Alusz? And you think she wants that?”

“Mmmhmm,” she purred, watching me through half-lidded eyes. “Oh, she would surely protest, but not too strenuously. It would be good for her. Give her a taste of that life she so bitterly feels she is missing out on. And for you? Not the most onerous of obligations. Is she not pleasing to the eye? You must come inside her at least once, and then you and your friends are free to return to your journey when you see fit. Those are the terms, and you using my token indicates your acceptance of them in the name of the Source.”

I didn’t know what to say.

“Let’s skip all the protests where you swear you’ll never use it, and so forth. Simply take my token, and if you reach the Fulcrum without ever needing it, feel free to discard it without qualms.”

“Well, shit.” I sought refuge in being crude. “Never thought the queen of the Morathi needed this much help in getting laid.”

Morgana rose to her feet, a sensual rising accompanied by the shifting of her veils, her black hair unfurling as it rolled down over her shoulder like a waterfall of black ink. She stalked down from the dais, moving with utter confidence to slowly circle me, reaching out with one fingernail to trace a line of fire across my chest, around my shoulder, then down my back.

“So confident. So young. So ignorant. So full of fire and passion. Yet you’re not all that you seem. There’s weakness in you, Noah Kilmartin. You’re not as badly broken as Jevenna was, but nor are you as resolute as Pelleas. You’ve been badly hurt. Again and again.”

She appeared before me again, hand falling softly to her side, eyes heavy-lidded, lips pulled into an amused smile. “Yes. I can see it now. Deep fissures in your foundation. Wounds that you’ve not yet recovered from. How solid are you, Noah? Would just the right blow at just the right angle shatter you? Do you want to know what it was that weakened Jevenna so?”

My jaw was clenched, my hands curled into tight fists. I inhaled slowly, deeply, and recited to myself: All creation in a drop of water.

My shoulders relaxed, and the tension flowed from my limbs. 

“No,” I said. “I wouldn’t trust whatever you said, anyway.”

She shrugged. “Alas. It takes a brave man to turn down information freely given. But no matter. Time is the only way to determine how well you will fare. You must simply tell me when you are ready to begin. I will then open the portal and provide you with your map.”

“Very well.” The Vam Mantra suffused me, keeping my emotions in check, keeping me cool and collected. “Is there anything else I need to know? Or are we done?”

Morgana laughed. “Oh, I am looking forward to this. How boorish, how cocky will you be the next time we meet? Given what you’re going up against, and how poorly you faired against my guards, I wager you’ll be a lot more pliable. Willing, even, to do anything to earn my favor and gain information. Information that could make the difference between life and death for your companions.”

“You keep telling yourself that,” I said. “I’ll be back soon to kick this whole thing off. Until then, Morgana.”

She returned to her cushions and laid back down. “Until then, Noah. I shall watch your progress with interest.”

“Great. Knock yourself out.” I turned and walked back to the double doors. Pulling them open, I emerged into the hallway.

My companions started forward, expressions changing from wary and bellicose to relieved.

“All is well?” asked Brielle. 

“That remains to be seen,” I said. “But the regent was nice enough. A bit preachy, but you know these Lilith types.” I looked at Emelias. “So prone to going on and on.”

Emelias grimaced. “I suppose it’s too much to expect even basic courtesy from the likes of you.”

“That’s right,” I said. “You need to earn my respect, Emelias. Thus far you and the regent aren’t doing so hot. Take us back to our suite.”

More than one of my companions stared at me, taken aback by my tone.

“Very well,” said Emelias, voice becoming strained. “This way.”

We returned down the hallway and through the same set of doors to emerge directly back into our suite, stepping out one by one into the pool room.

“I assume you will be wanting your privacy,” said Emelias.

“Yes,” I said, hands on my hips. “I’ll let you know if I need anything.”

The silence grew strained as Emelias stood there, his smile just a shade below a snarl; then he gave a mocking bow and retreated through the doors, allowing them to close behind him.

“Damn, Noah,” said Brielle. “Are you looking to start a fight so soon?”

“Fuck this place,” I said, and needing to move, I began to circle the pool. “Damn their ploys, their lies, the ways they trick us into playing their games. Emelias doesn’t like being spoken to in that way? He can kick us the fuck out.”

“The meeting with the regent went that well?” asked Imogen. 

“Fucking great. Honestly, I could have predicted most of it.” I reached the pool’s far end, rounded the corner, and began to stride back. “First there’s an attempt at portraying herself as a poor, regular person who’s being forced into this shit. We’re just the same, let’s be friends. Then, when that doesn’t work, she shifts into some philosophical bullshit about how Lilith is actually a force for good in the universe, how she’s only doing what the Source wants her to, and how worshipping her comes with all kinds of amenities and retirement benefits. Then when I laugh that off, she switches into classic intimidation and cruel insinuations.”

“You’re not being fair,” said Brielle with a smirk. “Enigma and Victor are hard acts to follow.”

“I’m done with it,” I said. “Done with playing nice, pretending we’re friends. When we’re ready, we’ll go to Morgana and order her to open the portal to the land below. Or find a way to fly down ourselves. Then we’ll make our way to this ‘Fulcrum’ before the two weeks are up and open the portal to Malkuth. And we definitely won’t be using this little token she’s going to give us that allows us to return here if we’re in trouble.”

“A token?” asked Emma. “Like a get out of jail free card?”

“Not free,” I said. “If we use it, I have to spend the night with Alusz.”

Brielle let out a low whistle. “With the queen? She’s not subtle.”

“We can’t say we’ll never use it,” said Valeria, moving to sit down. “Apologies, Noah. But it’ll all depend on what we’re up against.”

“Maybe. But there’s one thing I do believe,” I said. “And that’s that we’re not ready. We go as we are, we’ll get our asses handed to us.”

Neveah crossed her arms and leaned against the wall. “You want to take Emelias up on his offer to train us?”

“Not exactly. But we need to get our shit together. And my first thought is that we’ve not yet maxed out our newfound potential as a united group. Now that Neveah and I have - well, you know - we should all be able to manifest new abilities. We’ve seen some benefits already, but I’m positive there’s more. So, we’re going to focus first on fulfilling that potential, and see what comes of it. And once we’ve done all we can, we’ll test ourselves on Emelias. We’ll use his training as a litmus test, not a means to learn. I don’t want to learn shit from that snake. But crush his training courses? Sure. We can do that.”

“He’s all fired up,” said Brielle, half-turning to the others. “Anybody else find him really attractive when he gets all earnest like this?”

Little Meow half-raised her hand then dropped it self-consciously.

“When do we begin?” asked Imogen, tone serious.

“Now,” I said. “Put your stuff away and get comfortable, we’re going to sit in a circle. I’ll be awaiting you all in my sanctum. There’s a couple of things I want to try right away.”

“Yes sir,” said Emma with an impish smile. “You should go get chewed out by evil regents more often.”

“There’s only one left to deal with after Morgana,” I said, “and that’s Lilith herself. If we’re to have any chance against her, we need to get our shit together. So let’s go.”

The girls shared glances between them as they shucked their packs and pulled off their cloaks. I left them to it, moving from the pool room and its steamy atmosphere to the master bedroom.

Someone had remade the bed and piled up the cushions, smoothing down the comforter again. The bed was ridiculous, easily large enough for all seven of us to sleep in. I pulled off my boots then knocked all the cushions to the floor. Throwing the eight pillows after it, I tore the blanket and sheets away until there was nothing but a rectangular expanse of white.

I climbed on, moving to sit with my back to the center of the sprawling headboard, and there waited, cross-legged.

Neveah was the first to enter. She paused, took in the mess that covered the floor, then nodded and moved against the headboard to my left. Brielle and Emma entered next, paused the same, then sat at the foot of the bed, facing Neveah and me. 

Imogen entered, gave a small smile at the sight, and took her place at the headboard to my right.

Finally, Valeria came in, still looking drained, and sat beside Emma. 

Little Meow remained in the doorway. “I’ll be here in case you all need me.”

I nodded to her, then placed my hands on my knees. “We’re all going to meet in my sanctum. Once there, I’m going to teach you all the Siva Mantra, or Openness Mantra as it’s also called. The Wandering Magus taught it to me while I was undergoing Brielle’s manifold trial, and through it, he was able to connect our sanskaras and heal my sanctum. After Valeria’s trial, I was wrecked and couldn’t cast any magic; through this, he was able to heal me and get me going again.”

“Interesting,” said Brielle, excitement running like an undercurrent through her voice. “And what’s your expected outcome?”

“Several. I’m hoping to jump start our greater bond now that we all are connected. I want to see if we can’t channel our collective magic into Neveah’s sanctum to cleanse the shit out of that taint that fills it -”

Neveah stiffened by my side but remained silent.

“- and I want to give everybody’s abilities a boost. I want Valeria throwing fistfuls of heavenfire, I want Emma starting her first wards, I want us all to get to the next level.”

Brielle’s fierce blue eyes were narrowed in thought. “And you think the Siva Mantra will help this happen?”

“I’ve no fucking clue. But it stands to reason. Through it, the Magus was able to boost my abilities. Through it, I hope we can all boost each other’s. It’s a worthwhile first attempt.”

“Excellent thinking,” said Imogen with a decisive nod. “I approve wholeheartedly and am a little ashamed I didn’t think of it myself.”

I grinned, unable to restrain the expression under her praise. “Don’t take it too hard. I’m the tenth Savior, after all.”

Brielle rolled her eyes.

“But seriously,” I said, making eye contact with each of them. “We’re getting really close. We defeated the five trials back in Bastion, defied Shalarra, killed Taniel, and beat the odds to win through. We journeyed across Ghogiel’s wasteland, and resisted Victor’s corruption. We passed every one of Enigma’s tests and killed him as well. Now we’re here in Ur-fucking-Gharab, and no sweet-talking regent or bullshitting consigliere is going to trip us up now. We’ve already come farther than six of the previous Saviors, and I mean to go all the fucking way.

“I know we can. I know we can do it. Because I love you, all of you, in a way that’s limitless and good. I look at each one of you and feel nothing but motherfucking joy and pride. We’re kicking ass, guys. We’re cutting a swath across the universe, and wherever Lilith is, whatever she’s doing, she knows we’re coming for her. She knows we’re different from the previous Saviors. That we’re going to make it all the way, and when the time comes, I’m going to shove Shard so far up her ass her mouth is going to glow gold like the rising sun.”

My heart was pounding, and I felt so good, so right. All five women were staring at me, completely locked into my words, their faces flushed, eyes shining.

“So buck up that faith. We’re going to take this whole companion-bond thing to the next level. We’re going to power up our abilities. We’re going to become a whole order of magnitude more lethal, and then we’re going to set about making it to the Fulcrum in record time so we can power on through to Malkuth. You got me?”

Murmurs of agreement were heard from all sides.

“No,” I said. “I asked you a question. You feel what I’m saying?”

“Yes,” they said, voices quiet and intense.

“Louder. You believe me? You have faith in us? Faith in each other?”

“Yes,” they said, even louder, and this time I even heard Neveah.

“Do you love me? Do you love each other? Will you die for me as I would for you?”

“Yes.”

Imogen laughed, joy burning in her eyes, bouncing her knees up and down in sheer excess of emotion. Emma and Brielle clasped hands. Valeria nodded her head with fierce determination, and at last, I turned to Neveah.

She was so dark and mysterious, so utterly lethal and beyond any of us. In her eyes, I saw that illimitable willpower, that unstoppable force that had allowed her to conquer travesties and challenges that would have killed the rest of us a hundred times over.

“Yes,” she whispered, eyes tearing up, and I reached out to take her hand. Pulling her in close, I kissed her before the others, kissed her hard.

And goddamn, if she didn’t kiss me back, her eyes closing as she focused with utter intensity upon the experience. 

I broke the kiss, squeezed her hand hard, and sat back. The others were smiling, approving, and I felt my heart soar.

“No matter what comes,” I said, voice hoarse with emotion, “no matter what pain, what loss, what sacrifice: I regret nothing. Everything that has brought us to this moment, together, united like this, in love - all of it has served the Source, has served us. I feel nothing but gratitude. To be here with you all. Emma. My first true love. Brielle, the princess that broke my balls before allowing herself to love and be loved. Valeria, the first to believe in me, the rock upon which I stand. Imogen, my wise, sweet, brilliant, utterly amazing best friend and lover. And Neveah.” 

I turned back to her. “I don’t know much, but this I know: our success depends on you. The rest of us, talented and good as we might be, we’re - in some basic way - normal people. You? You’re like a fucking shooting star. You belong in the heavens. And the fact that you stand with us gives me more hope than I can express.”

Again, her eyes teared up, and I saw her go to protest.

“No,” I said. “I mean that. Knowing everything about you. Knowing everything, the good and the bad. You will make the difference, and when the end comes, everything you have suffered, everything you have withstood, it will all have been worth it when you plunge your motherfucking demon sword into Lilith’s black heart.”

I saw goosebumps break out along Neveah’s arms, saw her shiver.

“I thought Shard was already going to be up her ass,” said Brielle.

I laughed. “And your flaming blade will be plunged through both ears. But enough. If I keep telling you all how much I love you, even Emma’s gonna get as conceited as our royal princess here.”

“Someone hand me a pillow to throw at him,” said Brielle, extending a hand to an imaginary servant. 

“We ready? Let’s close our eyes. Imogen, please lead us through an initial meditation to get us all down into our sanctums. I’ll be waiting for you there.”

“Before we start,” said Emma. “I just want to say I echo Noah’s every emotion.” She blushed a little even as she smiled. “Never in a million years would I have guessed I’d end up here with you all. Not even when I got pulled through into Bastion with Noah. But I love you all, just like he does. And thank you. For giving me the time to come into my own. For having faith in me even when I didn’t have it in myself.”

Brielle squeezed her hand again, and Valeria reached out to squeeze her shoulder.

“I’m not going to compliment anybody,” said Brielle, eyes glinting with humor. “So if you’re waiting to hear me say nice things about you, get over it.”

I laughed. “Someone hand me a pillow.”

“Let’s begin,” said Imogen, settling herself more comfortably into her spot. “Everyone, close your eyes. Become aware of your breath, but don’t seek to change it at first. Just observe how it enters and leaves you, and allow yourself to ride its waves…”

I did as bid, and without effort floated within the warm void behind my eyelids - that vast, strange expanse of redness into which the twin owl eyes appeared, those vast, pitiless orbs of carnivorous disinterest. 

I stared up at them, feeling a quickening, a sense of events coming to a head, then dove into my reservoir. Down into its depths, following the thread of gold past the slowly revolving black sun of Manipura, past the glory of Svadhisthana, down, down to where the great flower of Muladhara awaited me, its fleshy petals closed over its ruby heart. 

My reservoir was filled with magic, which had replenished itself over the past day or so, the general tint of it being crimson. Muladhara infused then, stemming from my overwhelming desire for safety and security. 

I was tempted to bond with Muladhara, to channel my magic through that sanskara and cleanse it, purify it, but knew that now was not the time. 

The others were waiting. 

Instead I arose, floating up to where the five apertures revolved around the golden thread, each a portal to the sanctum of one of my companions. Threads extended out to each one, with three of them aflame. I knew intuitively which was which - the three that burned with gold fire led to Imogen, Brielle, and Emma. Valeria and Neveah’s were still dark. A sign that I had yet to break through to them, achieve a higher plane of love?

No matter. 

This was my domain. My sanctum. I extended my will and each of the five apertures opened. 

Imogen was there in her spirit form, floating out almost immediately to mine, her body glowing with Harmiel’s taint. 

Hi there, she said, voice rich with amusement and delight. 

Brielle emerged a moment later from her own, her mane of crimson hair a burning corona about her stunning face, her body glowing just like Imogen’s.

I’m still loving being able to talk without having to grab a thread, said Brielle. It’ll make teasing everyone so much easier.

Emma emerged next, more tentative, floating out as if expecting to be sent back into her sanctum at a moment’s notice. 

So weird, she said. Like being in a dream. But my Muladhara’s been joined by this great green flower – Anahata, I guess?

That’s right, said Imogen, smiling widely. 

I’ve still so much to learn. I feel like I can barely control it all. Emma came to a stop beside Brielle, her form glowing like the others. Like I’m filled to the brim with power, and will just like, slosh everywhere if I move wrong.

That’s got to be the best description of magic I’ve ever heard, said Brielle. Sloshing with power.

Whatever, said Emma with a grin.

We all turned to regard Neveah as she floated out to join us. I knew how she would look within her sanctum, speared through the chest by her demon blade and drowning in taint. But just as Imogen left Harmiel’s corruption behind when she entered my reservoir, so did Neveah leave hers. 

Hey, I said. 

Hello, she said, and hugged herself tightly.

Still hard being in here? asked Emma. I recalled how it had hurt Neveah to enter my sanctum last time, how it had reminded her of her past, of being bonded to Ilandro.

A little less. But yes. Not exactly… comfortable.

Coming from you, said Brielle, that means I’d probably be screaming hysterically.

Neveah raised an eyebrow. No comment.

Valeria? asked Imogen. 

Let me look. I floated over to her aperture and peered within. Valeria hung suspended within her sanctum, hair a mass of golden coils, pulled into a knot, arms wrapped around her shins.

Hey, I called. Valeria? Can you hear me? 

Like the last time, it was as if my words pulsed out to her, floated in a bubble of their own, to be absorbed by Valeria’s spirit body.

She opened her eyes, turning to me as she uncoiled. Noah.

You all right?

I was having trouble… I don’t know. Connecting with my spirit self? She sounded troubled. I’ve done it before. I don’t know why it was harder now.

What matters is you’re here. Come. The others are waiting.

I extended my hand, and she floated forth to take hold of it. I drew her into my reservoir, down to where the others awaited.

You guys ready to do that power hug? I asked.

Imogen’s smile couldn’t get any wider. The one where we spontaneously regenerate all our magic just by embracing? Yes, please.

Then gather in, I said, opening my arms and pulling them into a group embrace. We clustered together, arms overlapping, forming a tight knot. As we did, golden light began to fountain 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. We all looked up, amazed once more.

Incredible, whispered Imogen as the golden light topped off the uppermost regions of my reservoir.

As before, I willed everyone’s apertures to open, and the golden light spilled through, filling them to the brim with this impossibly pure magic. It didn’t take long; most of them were already quite full, so in a matter of moments we were all topped off. 

We need to remember this, said Imogen. This changes everything. We can go all out in each encounter, hold nothing back. For in a matter of moments we can restore everyone to their full potential.

Assuming we have a moment’s respite between battles, said Valeria.

True, said Imogen. But still. 

And we need to include our ability to discuss in here in our future plans, I said. If we’d had this ability back in Ghogiel…

We have it now, said Brielle firmly. And the fact that we can enter each other’s sanctums… I wonder. Can we pass through yours while you’re not here? 

I don’t know, I said. Worth experimenting. 

Huge tactical importance, said Valeria. The ability to coordinate attacks, locate each other, share information… 

But still just the tip of the iceberg, I said. I can sense it. I know it. Which is why we're going to learn the Siva Mantra. 

Nobody told me last time about those glowing threads, said Emma. And look. Mine’s on fire now as well. What’s that mean?

Shit.

Well, I think it reflects how, ah, connected we are? I forced myself to sound calm, clinical. How well we’ve been able to express our love for each other. After our experiences in Tagimron, I think you and I… well.

There was an awkward silence.

So, what does that mean? asked Valeria. That what you and I have been through hasn’t been enough?

Valeria, began Emma.

No, I said. That’s not it.

Seems pretty clear to me, said Valeria, drifting back from our group a little. You, Imogen, Brielle, and Emma are all bonded by a greater love. I guess mine is second-rate?

Stop, I said, putting some edge to my words. I love you. We’ve just not yet broken through to complete… I hesitated, looking for the right word.

Trust? Valeria’s voice turned hard. You don’t yet trust me, Noah? After all we’ve been through?

Oh, by the fucking Source, said Brielle. Are you trying to be pig-headed on purpose?

No, said Valeria. I’m just trying to understand why my every effort and sacrifice hasn’t been good enough in the eyes of the Source.

No, said Brielle, floating toward her. You’re on a pity trip. You’re playing at comparisons with something that can’t be judged like that. Each relationship stands alone. There is no better relationship here. 

Easy for you to say, said Valeria. Your fucking thread is on fire.

Yes, it is easy for me to say, said Brielle, because I know what I’m talking about. I’ve spent my whole adult life comparing myself to my sister. Finding fault with everything I did, dreaming about how much better a job she’d have done if she were in my place. Feeling like shit no matter how large my victory, feeling like I deserved it each time I failed. I know what it means to compare yourself, especially when it’s a bullshit comparison. But I’ve learned to stop doing that. Noah showed me how in the manifold. I’ve learned to judge myself according to my own value, not some imagined, impossibly unfair scale I could never top.

Valeria crossed her arms. Good for you.

Wake up, Valeria! A flicker of fire leaped off Brielle’s frame. What I’m saying is, I understand what you’re feeling. Bitter, insecure, unappreciated, depressed, trapped, insufficient - all of it. And now, from the other side, I can see that it was all my own doing. My sister was never competing with me. I’m not competing with you. Nor is Emma or Imogen. Because this isn’t a competition. We’re all on the same side. And your thread will catch fire. It just means you’re walking a different path than I am. But first, you must set aside your bitterness. You must stop seeing this as a competition, or a judgment on you.

Brielle’s words hung in the crimson light of my Muladhara-tinted magic. Valeria placed her hands on her hips and hung her head, her golden curls falling before her face. 

Nobody spoke. 

Nobody moved until Emma floated forward to wrap her arms around Valeria’s shoulders. 

It’s all right, she whispered. I’ve spent almost all of this journey feeling terrible and useless and looking up to you. Admiring you. Being amazed by your strength, your brilliance, your courage. It’s only now that I’m not feeling like a waste of space. Feeling like maybe, just maybe I have a chance of becoming your equal in some way. Please don’t feel down about yourself. You’re one of the most amazing people I have ever met. 

The tension went out of Valeria’s shoulders, and she leaned into Emma’s embrace.

I’m sorry, she said. I just want so badly to do well. 

We all do, I said. And you have. And after what we’re about to do? You’re going to be amazed. So come over here, Valeria. To where you belong. With us.

Yes, said Valeria, and together she and Emma rejoined our group. And I’m sorry. I don’t know what came over me.

Imogen gave her a one-armed hug, while Brielle offered an encouraging nod.

All right. The Siva Mantra. It’ll lower our defenses and enable me to entangle our sanskaras. There’s a phrase that it’s keyed to that you need to learn. Ready?

I spoke the words of power that the Wandering Magus had taught me, then repeated them over and over again till everyone could say them perfectly, capturing not just the sounds of the words but infusing them with their very soul essence:

The self within me sees the self within you; the self within me accepts the self within you.

Over and over I had them repeat the words till they became a drone, the individual words losing all meaning and becoming sounds, sounds which acted as portals for emotion, a channel for our essences.

And something wondrous happened. A sensation of awakening, as if I were exhaling and opening my eyes for the first time, just as my companions were. I felt pulses from each of them, pulses of intentionality tinctured with their essences, and even without looking I could tell which came from which.

Walls were melting between us - natural walls, divisions between ourselves that ruled the universe: space, time, essence.

I inhaled, and it was like breathing glory. My heart was racing, racing, but I couldn’t control it, couldn’t reach for the Vam Mantra, didn’t want to restrict the emotions burning through me. 

It was like turning on a tap. Going from a still, quiet world where you were alone, a self, undivided, to suddenly thrusting your hand into a raging river, thrusting your very soul into a waterfall of sensation and desire, love and insecurity, pride and resolve.

I heard laughter; I didn’t know who it came from, or whether it was me laughing. My whole body was aflame with power, and I felt full and dangerous, capable of crushing worlds with an outflung hand. My companions were burning brightly around me, and the temptation to get lost in that sensation was near overwhelming. I longed to simply revel in feeling these women I loved merging with me. Their strengths, the flavor of their personality, how they fit so well with different facets of myself. 

But no. 

There was a purpose to this. A goal.

It took an almost superhuman level of effort to wrench my mind free of that deluge of sensation and delirious joy.

What had we been trying to accomplish?

Oh. Right.

I croaked out the words the Wandering Magus had spoken, a pale imitation of his incantation. A spell whose complexity had defied my comprehension at the time, but which I spoke now as if it had been a prayer I’d whispered each night since childhood. 

A declaration of devotion. 

A declaration of selflessness, and through that, abnegation, the creation of a greater whole, a community of souls, a union into something immeasurably greater.

My companions formed a circle around me, taking up hands; my ears were filled by a rushing roar, as if we stood in the center of a conflagration, a hurricane of flame. Golden light was burning off the bodies of my companions like flares off the surface of the sun, their forms simplifying, glowing ever brighter.

And still I spoke, still I chanted that spell, binding us closer, aligning our sanctums.

I could see them now. 

I visualized them overlaid where each companion stood. 

Imogen’s, slick with Harmiel. Valeria’s and Emma’s, clear and without detail. Brielle’s, suffused with the force of her will. Neveah’s, a torrid mass of corruption that made me want to retch. 

I gathered each one, collecting them in the palm of my hand, and behind them all I summoned my own reservoir, wherein Manipura, Svadhisthana, and Muladhara burned. 

Power was pulsing into me in ever greater quantities. The very fabric of the universe felt malleable. 

What to do with it? How to direct that power?

The rushing roar was everything, and I felt a bleak gaze upon me. Looking up, I saw those twin eyes staring down, predatory and cruel, watching me, waiting, waiting to see what I would do.

Would I cleanse Imogen, wipe away her Hexenmagic? 

No. 

Instead, I turned my full attention upon Neveah, upon her corrupted sanctum.

And with a cry, I unleashed the power that I had built up, that torrent of magical might and love, powered by each companion, and directed it at the vast foulness that swamped her so.

 

Chapter 5

 

 

 

Power roared forth from within me; a torrent of inchoate might that flew at once toward Neveah’s glowing form and across my reservoir to pour through her aperture, into her corrupted sanctum.

She screamed. 

The sound was like scalding water. Despite everything we’d been through, all the traumas and tragedies, I’d never heard Neveah scream like this. A raw, panicked sound, as if a regular girl had plunged her hand deep into a bed of smoldering crimson coals.

But I didn’t stop. 

Our power flooded her sanctum, into that morass of black ichor and oozing corruption, immediately burning away the stalactites and stalagmites that reached for each other. It burst the columns that had formed, scouring the black virulence away to reveal the pale surface of her sanctum walls.

But the corruption reformed, spilling forth endlessly, only to be blasted away again by the churning golden light. 

For an agonizing moment that seemed to last forever, I had no thoughts. I just leaned into the effort, drawing on my companions, on my love for Neveah, and willed the corruption to be burned away. I felt like the sun, blazing forth upon the rank rot exposed beneath a flipped-over log. I wanted to burn, to destroy, to remove so completely that there would be no sign of that corruption ever again.

But it bubbled up endlessly, a geyser without limit, black foulness rising with ever greater force to meet my onslaught.

I gritted my teeth, growing angry; I felt invulnerable, my might uncontestable, yet the corruption refused to give way. 

I reached deep, pulled on the channels between my companions and me, and leaned into the attack, opening myself ever wider to Neveah, pouring forth that raging torrent with even more force. 

I was a blaze of endless fire, reducing the corruption to the finest of ash, but a patina remained, regenerating without fail. The roar of our magic was tremendous, mind-shaking, and I felt my essence growing raw, fraying at the edges from the sheer volume I was channeling.

Still, it wasn’t enough. 

Neveah had fallen to her knees, head bowed. What the fuck was going on? I was throwing enough might at her corruption to level mountains. 

I moved forward, left my companion circle behind, and flew to Neveah’s aperture. I looked within, through the furious deluge of golden fire. So much power was being forced through that the magic was being compacted, condensed into a fiery white light that was almost liquid, the pressure threatening to split the confines of her sanctum.

I could sense it, the unity of her sphere beginning to give way. If I kept this up, I would tear her sanctum apart.

I was losing.

Utter refusal arose within my soul. I activated the Priyam Mantra, reducing the flow of power into her sanctum, and made my expenditure more efficient; I felt the confines of her being relax a fraction, easing back from being split apart.

Om nashta vahkaya prim; om nashta vahkaya priyam.

What should… the Siva Mantra. 

Yes. 

I had to double down. 

I released the Priyam Mantra and began to chant the Siva.

The self within me sees the self within you.

My essence doubled, superimposed over her own, and I reached forth blindly with fumbling fingers of spirit to sense what was going on.

There she was, somehow doubled - within my reservoir on her knees, and floating within her sanctum. And there was a core of dark density that took my breath away. 

Morghothilim, plunged through her chest, piercing her through and through. 

It was a conduit. The more corruption I blasted away, the more it spewed forth.

With a savage growl, I entered her sanctum, feeling the oppressive weight of so much condensed power. It was far more intense than even that heavenly magic the Wandering Magus had poured into my reservoir back in Tagimron; far denser than anything I’d ever created with the First Mantra.

Eyes slit, ears deafened by the ongoing roar, I floated forward to hang before Neveah’s spirit body. She hung as if unconscious, eyes closed.

I reached forth, the ambient magic burning away the surface of my spirit body; the very air of this realm felt acidic. 

I clutched Morghothilim by the hilt, and, summoning every ounce of strength that remained to me, began to pull.

Neveah’s scream came from the most desolate chambers of her soul.

Her eyes flared open, her hair rising around her like a dark corona, and as the blade pulled forth, her hand latched around my wrist.

But it wasn’t her hand. 

It had a black chitinous exterior, heavily ridged along the backs of her fingers, where it lightened to metallic crimson with a purple sheen.

The force of her grip nearly shattered my wrist. 

I felt a jolt of pure terror, and my sternum blazed forth with pain where she’d stabbed me before within her manifold trial.

The roar of magic blasting away her corruption slackened.

Then I gritted my teeth, forced myself beyond the pain that was transfixing my core, and began to pull again.

It was as if Morghothilim was a stopper plunged into her chest, holding back a vast reservoir of evil. With each millimeter that I drew forth, black and purple liquid spewed forth.

Neveah’s grip tightened, and I felt the spirit bones within my wrist grind together.

Her hair had grown into a vast mane, and I saw the chitinous armor spreading across her form. 

Drawing forth Morghothilim was awakening her inner demon.

I paused, unable to think for the pain that plunged through my core, that memory of impalement.

The self within me accepts the self within you, I whispered, returning to the Siva Mantra. 

For a moment I was juxtaposed over Neveah, feeling our bond, unearthly and undeniable as that of one between Savior and Companion. In that moment of unity, I realized that to draw forth Morghothilim by sheer violence would tear Neveah’s soul apart.

It would unleash so much corruption into her sanctum that it would burst.

Despite the pain, the horror, I could only marvel at the ocean of darkness that she carried within her soul, at the sheer vastness of corruption that was bottled up by Morghothilim within her core. 

Her spirit was nearly transformed into its demonic self. She loomed above me, wings barely visible through the undulating masses of black hair, her body elongated and armored.

Her eyes were closed, her face the only part that would remain unchanged, but a single vertical line had appeared between her eyes.

If she opened those - if she stared at me in her demon form - would it be too late? Would it cause some permanent transformation?

The self within me.

My hand was an iron bond upon Morghothilim’s hilt. If I should let go, if I should give up, what would that mean for Neveah? Her fate? What would I be accepting?

The self within you.

Neveah lifted her face, the vertical line deepening as she grimaced. Her wings stretched as far as they could go, and her segmented tail appeared, its wicked spearpoint gleaming in the burning golden glow of my magic.

With a cry, I released Morghothilim.

Her grip on my wrist immediately relaxed.

I floated back, the roar of magic dying away, and watched as the exoskeleton began to fade, her wings shrinking away, her tail withdrawing. 

It took but moments, then Neveah hovered before me once more. Slender and human, floating with her eyes still closed, Morghothilim again sinking deep into her breast.

And from the wound streamed forth corruption, black and jaundiced yellow, bilious green and toxic purple, to slick the walls around me. It grew thick and jellied, its turgid surface forming tormented faces which distended into oblivion, only to reform once more, mouths stretched in screams.

I backed out of her sanctum, stunned, horrified. 

Ooze stretched down, reaching for a rising stalagmite, forming the first column.

Her aperture narrowed, nearly closed. 

Shuddering, I returned to my companions, where Neveah still knelt, one hand clasped by Emma, the other by Valeria.

Returning to my place in the center of the circle, I hung there, trying to process what had happened.

I’d never been so powerful. I’d felt as if I could reach into the heavens and snuff out the sun. 

But this wasn’t a question of power. I would have killed Neveah if I’d insisted. 

It was a question of… what? 

The personal nature of her curse - drawing forth the corruption would awaken her inner demon. It would unleash incalculable amounts of darkness into our reservoirs. 

I shuddered again. It was as if we floated within a tiny submarine at the bottom of the Marianna Trench, and I’d nearly managed to wrest open a porthole window. 

Neveah was sobbing; only Emma and Valeria’s hands were keeping her from keeling over.

Draw in, I commanded.

And they did, closing the circle about me, pressing in tight so once more we were a tight knit cluster, heads pressed together. Golden and crimson, brown and black. 

Golden light fountained up from our core, rising to refill my reservoir, replenishing the vast amounts that I’d just burned through in moments.

My thoughts were roiling, tormented. I closed my eyes, centering myself.

Vam Mantra time.

All creation in a drop of water, I thought, and my horror began to abate, my confusion and anger soothing away. All creation before me.

We hung there together, united, until my perplexity and frustration were reduced and held at a remove. I hadn’t extinguished those terrible emotions and fear, but simply placed them somewhere else for now, allowing me to focus on the moment at hand.

I’m sorry, I said, as my companions drew back, looking to Neveah where she hung before me.

There was no response. Her head was bowed, shoulders still shaking.

What happened? asked Imogen.

I shook my head. I can’t be sure. But I don’t think Neveah’s corruption can be removed from without. This is something that’s entangled with her very core. We’re going to need a more powerful, more subtle ritual. 

Thank you, whispered Neveah, still not looking up. Thank you for trying.

We’re not done yet, I said, feeling grim certainty. We’re not defeated. Just our first attempt, is all. We’re going to keep trying.

No response.

But if we want to survive long enough to give it another shot, we’re still going to need to level up. 

I gazed from face to luminous face. 

Time for my second experiment.

Brielle’s expression was solemn. What are you going to do?

I’m kind of making this up as I go along. But we need wards. The only one of us who has awakened Anahata is Emma. So we’re going to focus on her, and through the Siva Mantra seek to… I can’t quite put it into words. Just follow my lead.

All nodded in determination.

Here we go then. Emma. I want you to focus on Anahata. Withdraw your concentration to your sanctum, and there bond with the sanskara. Engage with it, and remain focused no matter what.

Yes, said Emma, sounding nervous. She closed her eyes and went still.

The self within me sees the self within you, I thought, studying the contours of her face, a face I’d known for what felt like my whole life. The self within me accepts the self within you.

And to myself: Don’t fuck up, Noah. Please please please, don’t fuck up!

As I focused on the Siva, I once again began to speak the words of power that the Wandering Magus had used. Intuitively, I brought my attention to Muladhara and Svadhisthana, the sanskaras of security and love. I felt them open, below and behind me, the great ruby heart becoming exposed, the wheeling golden petals picking up speed.

The Magus’s words, his spell, had been far beyond me when I’d first heard them, and were still. But with conscious effort I released the need to control, to understand, and became a conduit for the magic that poured through me.

From where? I didn’t know. The Source, perhaps.

I allowed the words to pass my lips and the arcane spell to form, drawing from my strength and love. With that potent combination, I entangled my essence with those of my companions.

Slowly, with great effort, I willed our six sanctums to overlap once more.

It was harder this time, taking greater will. But I managed it by slow degrees. 

Each was distinct from the other when focused on, but slowly aligned so our Muladharas grew close, touched, then became a fuzzy whole. Six versions of that great-hearted flower aligned, aligned - then became one.

The moment they did I felt a frisson of excitement, a new surge in my power. A power I was expending at a terrible rate, which I’d never have been able to keep up by myself - but was ever-regenerating while connected to my companions.

The closest I’d ever come to feeling like this was back on Ghogiel, when I’d tapped into the vast flow of power that ran through the crystal conduits. When I’d merged my sense of self with the enormity of the Source’s magic. 

When I’d nearly lost myself to that vast ocean of impersonal glory.

I saw our different sanskaras. Everyone had Muladhara. Only I had Svadhisthana, the second sanskara of creativity and sexuality. Manipura was also mine alone, while Anahata wheeled and burned in Emma’s sanctum. 

Imogen’s Vishuddha burned bright, advanced and powerful, while her Ajna sanskara, the sixth in the chain, was brilliant just above it. 

Nobody had Sahaswara, though I thought I saw a faint shadow of it looming above all the others, a sense of potentiality.

Who had that, I wondered? I couldn’t tell.

The moment was precious, and while it felt infinite while it lasted, I knew I couldn’t remain here indefinitely. 

I had to decide, had to choose one sanskara to draw across into the sanctums of the others. 

For a moment I contemplated Manipura. I envisioned all of us flying as one, taking to the air to spear straight toward our targets, trivializing obstacles, walls, geographic distances. Fighting from above, raining down death -

But I recalled with bitter clarity how the Ur-Gharab guards had hurled their spears of black light up at where I’d flown.

I’d been to defend myself.

No.

There was only one real choice.

With reluctance, I turned my attention away from the burning sun of Manipura, and focused instead on Emma’s Anahata. 

It was nascent, barely present in her sanctum, having been tapped only days ago. I could intuit on some level how its powers were restricted, limited to just healing, and how a far greater potential lurked within its heart.

I contemplated the green flower, its petals fat and fleshy like those of a succulent. Another circle of smaller, pointed petals revolved within its outer edge, and a third circle of petals within that. Its core was a fractal heart of viridian and azure flecks of light which danced in an intricate pattern; the more I studied it, the more it seemed to reach out to me.

Love. Connection. It was different from Svadhisthana’s more sexual energy, which sizzled and seared, seeking to burn and mark flesh with its ardor. In Anahata, I sensed acceptance, a unifying bond between the body and spirit, a great benevolence that sought to uplift and cherish. 

I extended my hands, exhaled deeply, and pulled.

I nearly blacked out as a torrent of power flooded forth from me. My companions staggered, several of them falling to their knees, and slowly, with our sanctums overlapped, I brought Anahata forth. I wrested it through our spiritual layers, linking us all to Emma, bursting boundaries, and flooding us all with love.

I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Every fiber of my spirit self-strained, and my mind felt tested to the point of rupture. I was shouting forth the words of the spell, and Muladhara was roaring, its crimson heart burning like a pyre; Manipura spun, its dark core a black hole in my heart.

We crossed a threshold. Anahata slotted into place, and became present in all six sanctums. 

As one, we marveled as its green petals began to rotate within our cores.

With a cry, I released the spell, and our sanctums split apart, exploding outward and fading from my point of view.

Reeling, feeling like a reed after a storm, I turned and looked up. 

And within my sanctum, I saw a new presence. Above Manipura’s dark sun hung the emerald flower of Anahata. Its revolutions were slowing, its petals closing, until it ceased to move and just hung there in the void before my golden filament.

That was… Imogen pressed a hand to her glowing brow. Incredible. I’ve never heard of the like. In all my studies. In all my years at the Academy…

I can see it, whispered Valeria, eyes wide. It’s… it’s….

Beautiful, said Brielle, voice hoarse.

But it’s closed, said Valeria, panic rising in her voice. Did I do something wrong? Does it not like me? Did I -

Easy, Valeria, said Imogen. You simply must bond with it first, like any new sanskara. We all must.

Neveah stood tall once more, staring like the rest of us out into a private space. Welcome back, old friend, she whispered, and I felt a chill run down my arms. 

How… all right. Yes. Valeria visibly took control of her emotions. We must focus on it, correct?

Yes, said Imogen, her voice barely containing her excitement. And pour magic into it, refine that magic, and cycle it back into our sanctum. We’re all first circle, but once we refine, we’ll rise to third. Then we can start focusing on summoning wards.

Summoning wards, said Brielle, then clenched her fist. Yes!

Can we do this for all our sanskaras? asked Emma. I’d love to fly. Just saying.

I… I don’t know? I rubbed at the back of my head. Maybe? I wasn’t really in control there. Something was working through me. If it comes back, then… I guess we can?

The Source, said Neveah. I remember… no. It’s gone. But our being bonded now, all of us, allows you to touch the Source directly. I’ve a memory of Ilandro… he did something with Shard… She frowned, gave a shake of her head. I’m sorry. I almost had it.

Time to bond, said Imogen, tone brisk. We need to focus our intentions if we’re to have time to practice with our wards. Everyone, I want you to focus on Anahata - float before it, cross-legged, hands on your knees.

The figures of my five companions slowly grew translucent, though they never faded away altogether. After allowing myself a moment to savor our victory, I floated to the great emerald flower and hovered before it. 

Now, said Imogen, voice dreamy and distant. Focus on your fifth sanskara. Anahata. Feel its love pulsing through your body, your spirit. Feel its love like a radiant golden light that washes over you without judgment, without reserve. It accepts you totally. As you are. Your faults, your strengths. Reach for it. Sense it. Embrace it.

Instinctively I assumed the position of seiza, the kneeling posture of meditation I’d learned what felt like eons ago, back in Sensei Rocco’s dojo. 

I allowed my doubts and fears to fall away. Gently directing my energies at the emerald flower, I reached for it with my intentions, my power. 

Its warmth pushed back like heat from the open door of an oven.

And it felt so good. 

Muladhara afforded me a sense of security, the shielding arm of a warrior or the protective embrace of a mother. But Anahata was different, an affirming love, one that was willing to risk vulnerability, that encouraged raw openness; for you to lower your walls, to cease being self-aware, to simply be yourself, and be loved.

It was… overwhelming.

In the green light of the emerald sanskara, I finally felt seen. A sight that wasn’t tempered or refracted through the thoughts and biases and hopes of another person. 

Seen by the Source.

Like a fist unclenching, I slowly relaxed, allowing the doors in my mind to unlatch and swing open.

Before that light, that all-seeing love, there could be no secrets, no hidden parts of the self.

Thoughts and memories began to spill forth, and with them a sense of panic. 

All of me was laid bare.

From my moments of glory to my deepest regrets.

A kaleidoscope of images flashed through my mind. I stood beside Victor with an ax in my hand, staring down at the Lilith worshipper whose head I was to clumsily lop off. I sat with my companions in our hidden room deep under Tagimron, a bottle spinning between us all, laughing and feeling loved. I watched Michael loop an arm around Emma’s neck and pull her into a laughing kiss, the worm of envy squirming in my core. Saw Salathis’s shock as I cut his neck open, breaking my oath to the Source. Saw myself defy Shalarra as I vouched for Neveah’s right to be in my group. Saw myself weeping in Sandovar’s study, chained to the wall, my mind close to shattering.

Moments of strength. Moments of weakness. Moments of bravery. Moments of cowardice. I saw myself love, saw myself hate. Sensei Rocco smiling at me as I executed my first sweep, taking down my opponent at the small tournament he’d entered his dojo. Brielle’s look of disgust the first time she saw me. My mother’s face as she held me, her smile warm, her expression half-amazed. 

I felt her love, felt it grow and envelop me. A world-spanning love. The unconditional love of a mother for a child, a love that grew as I did, became more than that of my mother’s. A love that cherished me even at my darkest, finding me worthy even at my weakest.

It was too much.

I didn’t deserve such tenderness.

Tears were running down my cheek, and a great sob was fighting to rise through my chest. I wanted to hold it back, knowing that if it burst forth, it would be the first of many.

You are loved, came a voice, deep and wide as the ocean. You are loved.

I struggled against it, sought to refute it. I didn’t feel worthy, didn’t feel good enough.

You are loved, came the voice again, overriding my protests. 

Anahata opened, its emerald petals slowly stirring to life, revealing its viridian and azure core. 

I felt its emerald light burn away the last of my reserves, and let out a jagged laugh even as I wept. Amazed and overcome, I delighted in the bliss that poured forth even as I fought the urge to turn away.

To allow my shame and despair, my weakness and darkness reject this love, this light, this apotheosis.

Now, clear your reservoir, came Imogen’s voice, but oh, how her voice had changed. Gone was the cool tones of a master teaching her pupils. She sounded raw, wounded. I could only imagine what she’d seen and experienced as Anahata had opened to her. Focus on your sanskara, sink your consciousness into it, allow it to respond to you, to open. Then, once you have gained admittance, allow your power to filter through you and grow clear.

I’d proceeded quicker than she’d anticipated, had already bonded with my sanskara. 

All that remained was to cycle and purify.

I closed my eyes, about to do so, when a wretched cry shook the walls of my reservoir.

I jerked around, losing my connection to Anahata, and saw Valeria backing away, hands raised as if to fend something off, shaking her head as she wept.

No! No, I can’t, I… this isn’t right, I…

I dove down to where her spirit body hovered. Emma was present as well. Imogen, Neveah, and Brielle remained translucent.

Valeria? I moved closer. What’s wrong?

I - I - She was staring through me, her whole body shaking, her hands still raised. 

Valeria! I moved forward, and took hold of her wrist, feeling a jolt of connection pass between us as I did so. It’s me, Noah. You’re all right. You’re okay.

I… She froze, eyes finally focusing on me, then her face crumpled into grief. Oh, Noah.

And she stepped forward to embrace me, to hold me tight. 

I wrapped my arms around her and hugged her back.

Emma remained just a step away, brow furrowed with concern.

Talk to me, I whispered. What happened?

I couldn’t do it. Valeria pressed her brow to my neck, then stepped back reluctantly. But I will. I’ll succeed this time. I know it.

Anahata? asked Emma. The process of bonding to it?

Valeria couldn’t meet our gaze. I… it showed me… things I’ve tried to forget. From back home.

The siege of Japhar? I asked.

After that. Her voice was a cracked whisper. The final weeks. Retreating to the Silver Caravel. The things I did, the things I had to do. I… I… 

Her face crumpled again as another sob wracked her, then her cry rang out, desperate and raw: I had no choice!

And a vision had vouchsafed me, a memory from Bastion: Shalarra before the great table, reading our fates and drawing forth the Five of Chalices for Valeria’s past. 

I heard Shalarra’s voice as if she stood beside me: This symbol speaks of a lack of fulfillment, of disappointment, of being trapped in self-pity and loss. A lack of faith in the future, of having trouble letting go of the past and learning from your mistakes. Bitter memories plague you, the past haunts you, leaving you feeling inadequate and consumed by guilt.

I embraced Valeria again, and felt a pang of real concern. I’d been remiss. I’d not been attending to her difficulties as I should have, hadn’t realized how deeply she was feeling… unworthy of love? 

How else could I explain her turning away from Anahata?

Then again, hadn’t I nearly done the same?

It’s all right, said Emma softly, moving forward to place a hand on Valeria’s shoulder. You can try again when you’re ready.

I’m ready now, said Valeria, voice growing hard. I can face anything from my past. I know I can.

If you’re sure, I said.

I am. She all but glared at me. You don’t think I can do it?

No - what? I mean you need to be gentle with yourself. This shit is brutal. I nearly broke down channeling Anahata myself.

But you didn’t, said Valeria, then turned to stare at the translucent companions around us. Nor did they.

I didn’t know what to say.

Valeria took a deep breath, wiped her cheeks dry, and settled her shoulders. I’m going to try again.

You can do it, said Emma.

Valeria gave a curt nod and closed her eyes. Breathing deeply, her face stern with concentration, she slowly grew translucent. 

I shared a concerned look with Emma. But with Valeria right before us, I decided not to speak, and instead turned to contemplate Anahata once more. 

Rising, soaring past Manipura’s burning black sun, I rested in seiza before the emerald flower. 

Its petals opened to embrace me, to flood me once more with its joyous affirmation.

How could Valeria reject this love?

I closed my eyes, focusing on channeling my magic into the sanskara, into cleansing it through the emerald core. For an endless eternity, there was only the glory of love, of my very sense of self being cleansed, filtered, accepted.

It was glorious. 

Eventually, I felt the need to bond with the sanskara diminish, and upon opening my eyes, I saw that my reservoir was filled with clear power, the crimson tint of Muladhara gone. 

Anahata revolved before me, then slowed, furled its petals, and went dormant.

I floated down to where the others were gathered. 

I was the last to finish, and they turned to me, excitement writ large across their features.

We’ve voted, said Emma. Time to experiment with our wards. 

Agreed, said Brielle. I can’t wait to find out what color mine is.

Really? I asked. That’s what you’re focused on?

Brielle placed a hand on her hip and looked at me with disdain. Not everything need be about blood and war, Noah Kilmartin. There is and shall always be room for style.

I laughed and sneaked a glance at Valeria. She looked grim but satisfied, as if she’d wrestled a foe into submission. She’d found success, then.

All right, I said. See you all topside.

I opened my eyes to find myself once more upon the massive bed, my companions stirring around me. Little Meow sat upright from where she’d been lounging off to one side in a chair.

“Did it work?” she asked.

“It did,” said Imogen, bounding off the bed in an unusual display of enthusiasm. “It worked brilliantly. Noah is a genius.”

“Or a perfectly satisfactory conduit for the Source,” said Brielle, stretching in a feline manner. “Always a possibility.”

Emma was frowning. “I can feel Anahata as before, but now it’s different. I can’t quite tell how or why.”

“I pushed for greater access,” I said. “When I looked at you before, you had limited connection. Now we should all be able to get wards up.”

“Excellent,” said Valeria, rising to her feet. “Question is, how?”

“I have… experience with wards,” said Neveah, also coming to her feet. She gathered her thick mane of dark hair behind her and tied it off with a thong. “Follow me.”

We did so, filing back out into the pool chamber, and arrayed ourselves around the steaming waters, our attention turned to Neveah.

“The memories are coming back to me. In time, raising a ward will become instinctual, and you’ll do so as needed without conscious thought. But for now, you will need to focus, and practice until you have the equivalent of muscle-memory.”

Imogen was frowning in concentration. She extended a hand, and a light blue flicker of energy coalesced before her palm before sputtering out.

“Wards stem from a belief that you deserve to be shielded,” said Neveah. Her voice was low, without effect. “She who believes herself worthless cannot ward herself. This both rewards colossal conceit and honest self-love. It can also lead to a cascading failure - if you begin to believe you don’t deserve to defend yourself, your ward will diminish, which can further reduce your sense of self-worth, and so on.”

“Interesting,” I said. “So a precise insult could cause a ward to go down?”

Neveah considered me. “If you could undermine a person’s sense of self-worth, then yes.”

“Brielle,” I said, “I hereby place you on ward-breaking duty.”

“All right,” said Imogen, sounding just a touch impatient. “Self-love, got it. Where do we go from there?”

“As with most magic, it is hard to put into words. However. What you need to do is project your sense of being before you. Focus on the sensation that Anahata bestowed upon you, and then extend it out around you. Your ward is in a sense your very self. Your spirit. You must harness the power of your self-esteem, your self-worth, and raise it as a shield.”

Emma raised a hand. “I’ve no idea what that means.”

Brielle laughed.

“It means,” said Imogen, “that you must use your self-esteem as armor. You must evoke the feeling of love and acceptance that Anahata arouses within you, then visualize it around you like a shield. The stronger you are able to evoke that sensation and the more vividly you can imagine it around you, the better.”

“You done this before?” asked Brielle.

“No,” said Imogen. “I’m deducing from general principles.”

“Show off,” said Brielle.

“She is correct,” said Neveah. “Focus on love, then imagine it about you. Visualize as best you can. It is said that wards appear as spheres because they are the easiest to imagine, but as you refine your control and advance in your circles, you will be able to shape your ward as you see fit.”

“Or use it judiciously,” said Imogen. “Like those people who can summon the entirety of their ward before a single blow, and not distribute it all around them in a sphere.”

“Let’s focus on the basics,” I said. “Everybody ready?”

Around the pool, everyone nodded. Little Meow had joined us around the pool’s perimeter. “I’ve never had much luck with this aspect of Anahata. But where I come from, it’s reserved for a select subsect of practitioners.”

“So you’re going to give it a shot?” asked Emma.

“Why not? That subsect and its belief system are long gone.” Little Meow adjusted her mask. “Might as well grow with the rest of you.”

I took a deep breath, closed my eyes, and focused on that sensation of love – trying to be the source of it, to feel it for myself. 

“It can help at first to think about sources of strength or pride,” said Neveah, voice soft. “Memories of your accomplishments, of loved ones.”

I thought of my companions. Imogen smiling at me, a wicked curve to the corner of her lips, then that moment of complete euphoria in Tagimron when I’d opened Svadhisthana with her help. That moment of complete transcendental joy when we’d declared our love for each other.

I thought of Emma saying goodbye to Michael in the manifold as she chose me, as she affirmed her love for me, for all that I was and could become.

Of Brielle as she declared her love for me in turn, reluctantly, then with greater fervor - how her mockery and disdain had become something true and pure.

My admiration and love for Neveah, tempered still by uncertainty and wariness, but strong enough to have allowed me to pull myself along her blade when she’d thrust it through my chest within the Manifold. 

How that had been enough to break her out of her universe-spanning curse.

And Valeria. Valeria holding me as the babashti had come pouring down upon us, had swept us apart with their talons; how she’d believed in me, trusting me enough to lower her hand, to not insist on victory on any cost.

Love. 

I thought of the nervous, insecure boy I’d been when first summoned to Bastion. How I’d been so ashamed when I’d pissed myself - my terror, my uncertainty. 

How long it had taken me to believe in myself.

That I was the Savior.

That I’d been chosen on purpose.

That there’d been no mistake, and I was the universe’s last hope.

How I’d finally accepted that truth, and with that knowledge, with that confidence, defeated Victor. Defeated the Enigma. And would now defeat Morgana. 

I was the Savior. I was loved. And I would fight through pain and torture, defeat and despair, to the bitter end. 

Nothing could stop me.

Something stirred within my chest, something that felt like my heart skipping a beat; then confidence, surety, a flowering sense of self-worth blossomed within my breast and blazed forth.

I opened my eyes. I could feel Anahata revolving deep within me, but I was now surrounded by a perfect sphere of platinum-gold light, as thin and translucent as a bubble.

For a moment it was all I could do to stare in wonder, then I laughed with delight. The sphere’s surface warped, and the ward fell away.

“I did it!” I shouted, punching the air with elation.

Around me, the others were wrestling with their own wards. Neveah had summoned a dark purple sphere about herself, one just barely large enough to encompass her frame.

Imogen was grimacing as a light blue sphere flickered into existence then disappeared, over and over again.

Emma was surrounded by a nimbus of cool, green light, which had expanded out several yards from where she stood.

Brielle was also wrestling with her own. A hand was extended as if to unleash a blast of fire, a sphere of the deepest crimson blazing across with swirls of yellow coalescing and faltering about her.

I turned to Valeria with reluctance and saw that she’d had no luck. She stood, hands clenched into fists, chin lowered, brow beaded with sweat. She was breathing heavily, her whole frame tense, and nothing surrounded her. 

Not even a flicker.

Fuck. 

“Everyone, leave the room,” I said.

Emma’s soapstone-green ward flickered out of existence. Neveah turned to consider me without dropping hers.

Brielle gave out a snort of frustration and blew a lock of crimson hair out of her face. “Noah, I’ve almost got it.”

“Now,” I said, and something in my tone caught their attention.

“When did he get so pushy?” asked Brielle, linking her arm through Emma’s as they began walking toward the bedroom, Little Meow a step behind.

“You’d think he’s been spending time with royalty,” said Emma.

Imogen’s glance was sharp as she looked from me to Valeria, and without a word, she left as well.

Neveah had somehow disappeared while I was looking away.

Valeria was the last to leave, moving with sullen defiance toward an archway, head lowered.

“Not you,” I said, and she drew up short.

“What?” she asked, voice low, defiant.

“Wait.” 

I watched as the others walked away, then approached.

“Are you going to give me an inspirational speech?” asked Valeria, pushing her shoulders back and glaring at me. “Because if so, we can skip it. I’m not in the mood.”

“What the fuck is your problem?”

Her head snapped back as if I’d kicked her in the teeth.

“My problem? What the hell do you mean?”

“Exactly what I said.” I stood before her, hands on my hips, staring hard into her eyes. I then realized that I was now physically more imposing than she was. Broader, more muscled. While I’d always been taller, I now had enough presence that I could loom over her. “Answer the damn question.”

“It’s not my fault I can’t summon a damn ward,” she growled. “Magic’s never been my thing. And Anahata, needing me to love myself, what rot, I am what I am, I wield a blade, I cut down anything that gets in my way, but suddenly I need to hug myself to move up the ladder?”

“Bullshit,” I said, swiping at the air with a cutting motion. “I want to know why you’re feeling so sorry for yourself. Why you’re acting the victim.”

Her eyes widened in outrage. “Victim? You think I’m feeling sorry for myself?”

“I don’t think it, I know it. I can see it right before me.”

“How dare you,” she said, voice low and lethal. “I’m doing everything I can to help you, and it’s not good enough. But you want to insult me on top of that?”

“I’m just calling it how it is. What I want to know is, where’s the woman who stepped forward to help me in Bastion gone? The warrior who was tough as nails and twice as resolved to do whatever it took?”

“She’s not good enough!” Valeria’s cry echoed off the walls. “Is that what you want to hear? She can cleave just about anything in two, but magic? Spells? Flight? Throwing bolts of magic? I’m out of my depth! I can’t help you, I’m not good enough, I’m holding you back, and -”

She cut off abruptly.

“And what?” I asked.

She looked down and away. “Nothing.”

“And what?” I asked again, voice hard as iron.

Valeria looked back up to me, and her blue eyes were cold as steel. “And you don’t love me as much as the others.”

I laughed, and she colored, her brow lowering. 

“I don’t love you as much as the others?” I shook my head. “What has gotten into you, Valeria? Where along the way did I lose track of how you were doing?”

“You don’t,” she said, voice surly. “Anyone can tell. I’ve been wrestling with this for months now. You adore Imogen, you’ve loved Emma since you were kids, you’ve been drooling over Brielle since she first insulted you, and Neveah’s a goddess of war. Me? I’m just a brutish idiot that can swing an ax, and you’ve no use for me anymore -”

“Enough,” I said.

“It’s true! We’ve been over this, but no matter what you say, the fact remains! I can barely tap Muladhara, can’t even summon a ward, and now we’re going into our most lethal battles yet, where I’ll be just dead weight!”

I shook my head slowly. “How could you be so wrong?”

“I’m not wrong,” she growled, looking away. “And words won’t change that. Won’t change anything.”

“You think I don’t love you?” I moved in closer, forcing her to step back. “The woman who’s saved my life countless times? Whose strength is tempered by her wisdom, whom I depend on, whom I need more than she knows?”

Valeria eyed me uncertainly. “Words.”

“Not words! You forget what I said to you at the end of your trial in the manifold? What I said as the babashti came pouring down to destroy us?”

She blushed and looked away.

“You can never forget that I love you,” I said. “That your value in our group isn’t just your ability to wield a blade, but so much more. Without you, we would not have made it this far. Without you, we would be dead. You are a part of us, Valeria. You think brute force will make it past Lilith’s forces? You think this is a question of might? No. It’s a question of love. Of faith. Of trust. You know this. It’s what’s gotten us this far.”

“That’ll never be enough,” she said.

“You’re wrong. They’re our only true weapons.” The truth hit me even as I spoke the words. “They’re the only things we have that Lilith can’t touch, can’t understand. I’m sure that stronger teams have been led by more lethal Saviors before us, but they all failed. I mean, do you think we hold a candle to Pelleas and his team? But we’ve made it this far. And why? Because of our ability to love each other. To be strong together. I love each of you differently, but I don’t love each of you more or less.”

“Not true,” she said, voice muted.

“It is true. By the Source, Valeria, you’re determined to not believe me. And I can tell you this: you were approved by the Source. We passed our first trial together back in Bastion, cementing the Source’s approval of you being with me. And if you’re not growing now, if you’re feeling left behind? It’s because you’re holding yourself back. It’s your lack of faith, not your lack of talent. You don’t believe you’re worth it, and so you’re not.”

I reached out and took her hand.

She pulled it away.

“You are worth it. The Source believes it. I believe it. But you must believe it, too.”

“I signed up to fight for you,” said Valeria. “Not put myself through some extended psychological torment.”

“What the fuck happened to you during those last weeks on your home planet?” I asked. “What’s coming up now that’s holding you back this badly?”

She flinched. “I - I did what I had to do to survive.”

“Yeah, you’ve said as much. But that secret is crippling you now. So just tell me. What did you do?”

She went pale, half-turning away. 

“Valeria?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fuck, we’re still going to have secrets? After all we’ve been through? I’ve seen Imogen’s past, and let me tell you, that was dark. I know Brielle’s greatest secret, and in sharing it, she’s grown strong. And nothing - absolutely nothing - can compare to what happened to Neveah.”

Valeria clenched her jaw, said nothing.

“You don’t open up, we’re going to lose,” I said softly. “You keep harboring this resentment, this self-hatred, we’re going to lose. I can feel it, Valeria. Feel Lilith insinuating herself between us. Is that what you want? To fall to bitterness and anger? It’s not too late. We can still fix this. Talk to me, Valeria. Share what happened. Tell me what’s got you so twisted up. Trust me and help me banish this darkness.”

She took a shuddering breath then hung her head. “Those last weeks… they were madness. We were dying by the hundreds as we fled. Torn apart by night, attacked by day. There was no hope. Nothing left to fight for. So many just laid down their weapons and walked toward the enemy.”

“But not you,” I said.

“Not me.” Her voice was leaden. “I couldn’t stop. Couldn’t give up. My Wraithbone armor had been destroyed. It was me and my ax and a dozen sisters. We’d lost so many to corruption. To parasites that would enter the brain and turn their victims to puppets. Who’d wait for the right moment to betray us, attacking when we were at our weakest, then erupt into spores that would infect everyone around them when stabbed.”

I listened intently, not interrupting.

“I woke up one morning to find a discarded shell from a parasite on our cavern floor. It had entered one of us, perhaps several of us had been infected. There was panic. Nobody knew who to trust. One or more of us was lying, had been turned, but there was no way to tell.”

She paused, swallowed, and took another deep breath.

“Things got ugly. Tempers snapped. One of my sisters demanded I leave the cavern and cool off. I refused. She shoved me - and I… I…”

Tears formed in her eyes. 

“I cut her down. I wasn’t myself. Screams. My sisters drew their weapons, declared that I was infected. They came at me. I kept yelling at them to stop. To stop, to leave me alone, but they wouldn’t - they kept coming, and I cut them down, I cut them down, one after another, killed them all.”

Silence. I waited, shocked, not knowing what to say.

“I was feverish. Maddened. I fled. Somehow, I survived crossing the countryside by myself. I couldn’t explain it, why Lilith’s creatures allowed me to pass. I found another enclave of refugees. I gained admittance, was given food and shelter. Then… then that night, I…”

Tears coursed down her cheeks. “I got up. I got my ax. And I killed everyone. I didn’t know why. I felt this hatred, this overwhelming anger, everything felt so futile, so pathetic. I wanted to put people out of their misery, to end their pathetic planning, to make them accept it was all over. I killed them all. I was unstoppable. And when I was done, I fled again, driven like a hound, running ragged over the heaths, stopping only to drink from puddles in the ground.”

Her whole body was shaking. 

“I found a third group. Tried the same ploy. Lied. Heard myself lying, couldn’t stop. They took me in but were suspicious. When I arose that night, they were ready. I still managed to kill a number of them, but they pinned me, tied me up.”

Valeria’s eyes were wide as she stared at nothing, lost to her own memories.

“Amongst them was a dog soldier, a healer. He removed the parasite. The process nearly killed me. It had burrowed… had burrowed into my… he took it out, crushed it. I came back to myself.”

“Fuck,” I said. “Valeria…”

“I lost my mind. I raved, managed to escape. Took up my ax and ran at the enemy. I wanted it to end. I wanted to die fighting. Would have died if I hadn’t met with a war party fleeing toward the Silver Caravel. They took me in, thought me war-mad, broken as almost everyone else was. They restrained me, took care of me. My anger left. I became docile. Fled with them, fought beside them. Spoke to nobody. Fought so recklessly they called me a hero. They didn’t know. Couldn’t know what I’d done.”

Her voice had dropped to a whisper. “It didn’t matter. They all died. Everyone died. We reached the Caravel, and there made our last stand. Death. Death everywhere. Good people, dying. Cowards, dying. Screams. The screams of prisoners being tortured by the enemy just outside reach. My ax. Cutting, chopping down, again and again. Blood everywhere. Retreating up the Caravel, unable to breathe, to think. Babashti as far as the eye could see. The plain swarmed with them.

“And then I was alone, the last one, everyone dead, everyone gone, and only I was left, who didn’t deserve to live. It was then that the Source took me, brought me to Bastion. A split second before I hurled myself off the uppermost ridge of the Caravel to dive down upon the enemy and end it all.”

She turned at last to stare at me, grief stark in her face. “Don’t you see? No matter how much I want to deny it, I’m tainted. Is it any wonder I fell so easily in Ghogiel and became a black paladin? I’m weak. And you expect me to love myself?” She gave a cracked, near-hysterical laugh. “How could I, Noah? I butchered so many and did so in Lilith’s name!”

It took me a second to gather myself, to draw back from that vision of madness, but I made my voice as decisive as I could.

“Nonsense. You were used. You never chose to kill those people. You were used by the parasite. I’ve felt the powers of Lilith’s corruption myself. You’re not responsible. You were a puppet. It wasn’t your fault.”

She took a step forward. “You’re saying that because you pity me.”

“No, I’m saying it because it’s true. You are a brave, selfless, magnificent woman, Valeria. I know you’re haunted by this past, but it wasn’t your fault. And carrying this cross is breaking you. You must let it go. You must accept it’s not your fault. What else could you have done?”

“But don’t you see?” Tears stood in her eyes again. “When Shalarra picked the card for my future? She picked Lilith, the Lady of Pain! I’ve done my best to ignore it, to pretend that never happened, to not think of my past. But when the manifold took me back to Japhar, when I saw how I was falling behind, I felt it, Noah! Felt the jaws of inevitability closing around me. I’m doomed to repeat my failures, and you need to get rid of me, get rid of me before I can betray you all -”

I stepped in, seized her by the back of her head, and kissed her, hard. She froze, locked up in my grip, shocked. I kissed her, then broke away to press my brow against hers.

“Never, you hear me? I’ll never release you. You’re mine just as I’m yours. I love you. I love you, and you need to release this pain, this guilt. It’s not yours to carry. You can be as strong as you want to be the moment you step into the light. It’s you that’s holding you back, Valeria. Nothing else.”

Tears were running down her cheeks as her lower lip quivered; she fought desperately to control herself. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. “I thought I was strong. But I’m not. I’m not. I was so proud of how I’d put it all behind me back in Bastion. Made myself forget it. But it never went away. Was just waiting for me all this time.”

I kissed her again, tenderly, pulling her into my arms. She wept as she kissed me back, and somewhere along the line, her kisses became fiercer; a need arose within her, and I kissed her back with equal fervor. My anger, my compassion, my love for her all arose; the horror, the intensity of the moment, took a half-turn and became feverish chemistry, a raw desire. We stumbled back toward the wall, our hands at each other’s drawstrings, undoing the knots so we could yank our pants down.

We staggered, nearly tripping, then righted ourselves, and my cock was in her calloused hand. She was breathing hard, her cheeks still gleaming with tears. I hooked her thigh up over the crook of my arm as she guided me inside her. Sliding in deep, all the way in, then she cried out, the sound half-desperate, half-surprised. 

“Listen to me,” I said, voice rough with need and emotion. “I love you.” 

She held my gaze, eyes wide, startled, and I willed her to believe me, to accept my words. “You hear me? I love you.”

She tried to respond, but failed.

I began to slide in and out. Slowly, methodically. She moaned, tilting her head back, and I leaned in to kiss her neck. Dropping my other hand to her ass, I clutched her perfect rear, using the leverage to guide myself deeper inside her.

“You feel that?” I whispered in her ear. “You feel my need for you?”

“Yes,” she said.

“I need you because I love you,” I said. “Say it.”

“You…”

“Say it!”

“You love me,” she said, then gasped again as I rammed into her. 

“You know why?”

She didn’t answer, simply rising and falling with my thrusts.

“Because you are worthy of love, Valeria. You are an amazing… fuck, an amazing woman, a friend. A warrior. A… “ It was getting hard to speak, to control my pace. “You’re my companion, Valeria. A child of the Source.”

“Yes,” she whispered.

I began to move faster, sliding in and out with less and less control. “Tell me you love me,” I said.

“I… I love you.”

“Now tell me I love you.”

“You…” She couldn’t quite do it, looking down and away.

“Say it!” I roared, thundering deep into her pussy as I did; she cried out in dismay, in pleasure, overcome, overwhelmed. 

“You love me.”

I pulled her away from the wall, turned her around, and bent her over so she rested her forearms on the back of a chair. Sliding forcefully into her pussy from behind, her asscheeks firm and smooth against me, I pulled her upright so she was pressed against my chest. I wrapped an arm around her and held her tightly against me.

“Feel me,” I whispered into her ear as she trembled. “You feel that?”

“Yes,” she said, voice hoarse.

“Now close your eyes. Focus on that sensation.” And when she did so, I tapped into Svadhisthana, the great sunflower sanskara within my core. I felt its golden petals open, felt it begin to throb with power and vitality.

Valeria let out a low moan.

Svadhisthana rotated in my core; I felt its powers aligning with what I was feeling, drawing from the pleasure, and fueling my reservoir even further, pouring magic into my already full spirit. 

My love for Valeria surged, melded with my pleasure, and caused it to swell, to flow out from my reservoir and wash over us both. I didn’t dare move, didn’t dare shift my cock within her for fear of erupting into a mind-shattered orgasm.

“Oh, Noah,” whispered Valeria, rubbing herself against me like a cat in heat. “I love you. I love you.”

I squeezed one of her large breasts and drew a deeper moan from her as I lightly pinched a nipple. I felt waves of power emanating from within me, waves of confidence and virility, a sense that I could plow Valeria from now till the end of time. That I could break her upon the wheel of my need, could shatter the bonds of the flesh, and transcend into a realm of pure spiritual fucking.

“Noah,” gasped Valeria. “Fuck me. Please, please, fuck me now, oh god.”

I did so slowly, hands dropping to her hips; she cried out as the head of my cock withdrew to her lips then flowed back within her. I did so again, a third time, then stopped.

I leaned down over her.

“You feel that?” I asked. “You feel my love?”

“Yes,” she croaked, body shaking.

“I want you to take that love, what we’re both feeling, and channel that into your core. Draw on it, Valeria. Pull it in, and then feed it to Anahata.”

“I can’t,” she whispered. “I can’t even think, can’t even…”

“Do it,” I growled. “Or I’ll pull out and leave you to satisfy yourself.”

“Bastard,” she hissed, and pressed back against me.

“Bond with Anahata,” I said. “Visualize it. Pour the love you feel from me into it. Now.”

I felt her tense, saw her close her eyes as she grimaced. I eased myself out, then back, feeling how her whole body was clenched around me, feeling Svadhisthana revolving, generating power, drinking in our lovemaking, taking everything to an entirely new level.

I kissed Valeria’s neck. “I love you.”

She shuddered, gasped, and began to move against me. “Fuck me,” she said, voice urgent. “I need you to fuck me now. Hard. I’m almost there.”

“You need to bond -” I began, but she cut me off.

“That’s what I’m talking about,” she said. “Fuck me, Noah!”

So I did.

Tapping Manipura for even greater strength and speed, I began to lay into Valeria with everything I had, pounding away at her so hard that the chair bucked in her grip.

Her cries rose, and rose, and at the very last, just as Svadhisthana was about to devour us both in a hurricane of desire and love, I heard her scream. A blazing sphere of pure yellow burst into being around us, growing brighter and brighter as I felt her come, felt her climax around my cock just as I exploded deep inside of her with a convulsive thrust.

There was nothing but Svadhisthana, as massive as a planet, its yellow petals revolving around the dark seeds in its core. It turned and turned, radiating out love and lust in equal measure: the pleasures of the body and the magic that sexual union could produce.

And then, by slow degrees, I returned to myself, and saw Valeria bowed before me, heaving for breath, tendrils of golden hair plastered to her sweaty brow.

“You did it,” I gasped, pulling her up into an embrace. “You did it.”

Her shoulders were still rising and falling, her breath deep and rapid, but she smiled back at me, eyes wide, her joy palpable. “I did. Look.”

Her ward gleamed all around us, painting the world beyond it in shades of buttery yellow. The air hummed as she projected her power, her joy, and I felt her squeeze her pussy around my cock like a fist. 

I kissed the side of her neck, hugged her hard, and held her tight. She wrapped her arms over mine, pressing her cheek to my face, closing her eyes.

In that moment I felt utter contentment and complete happiness. As her ward hummed about us, with her skin against my own, I felt bonded and intimate and perfectly unified.

“I never want to forget this,” she whispered. “Never want to forget this feeling. I love you, Noah. I’ll never stop loving you. I swear it.”

 

Chapter 6

 

 

 

The next morning, we convened at Emelias’s invitation at an outside arena. The sky was a bleak, lusterless pall of featureless clouds; the raised platform on which we gathered was composed of a checkerboard of bone-white flagstones, rimmed at the far edges with slate. Five rows of stadium seating encircled the great square, and beyond them, I could make out a few lone buildings of black stone.

Were we even still in Ur-Gharab? Turning in a slow circle, I sought some sign to indicate if we’d left the city but found none.

My companions filed out through the doorway behind me, which closed behind Little Meow to cut off the sight of our pool room. 

A cold wind blew across the arena, sending curlicues of dust before it.

Emelias was already present, along with a dozen others, all gathered in the center of the arena. He turned as we arrived and spread his arms in apparent joy.

“Ah! The Savior and his unparalleled companions. Welcome, welcome, and what a glorious day this is. The arena hasn’t seen action in what feels like decades, and though we’ll be but practicing, it’ll bring joy to my old heart to hear the cries and shouts of contestants here once more.”

“Emelias,” I said by way of greeting, tone guarded as I studied his companions.

They were clearly the ones who would be testing us. To my surprise, Isossa was amongst their number, having doffed her voluminous robe in favor of a form-fitting cuirass of bronze, molded to her torso and leaving little to the imagination. She wore a white tunic beneath that hung to mid-thigh, a belt cinching it tight, and bronze greaves that reached her knees. A horse-hair Spartan helm was beneath her arm, and her hair was braided and coiled upon the crown of her head.

She looked damned fetching, truth be told, and the cool manner in which she assessed us in turn gave me pause.

Her companions were similarly armored, all of them Morathi with molded bronze cuirasses that boasted sculpted abdominals and broad pectorals. White tunics hung to mid-thigh, with the same bronze greaves and sandals. Most held their helms, and all surveyed us with a mixture of disdain and amusement.

“So! As promised, I’ve gathered some friends to test your abilities and point out weaknesses. Nobody is to be permanently harmed, and while I know you have healers amongst your ranks, I’ve made sure to bring some as well. Isossa, as you know, is a dab hand with Anahata.”

Isossa bowed her head with a mocking smile.

“What’s to be the nature of this contest?” I asked. 

Emelias turned to the other Morathi as if he’d not considered this answer. “I don’t know. What do you all think, Agax? A light skirmish to get our blood up? Seven against seven?”

“Why not?” replied Agax, his voice a powerful baritone, his shoulders broad. He was handsome in that cool, bloodless Morathi way, with a square jaw and harsh cheekbones.  A kink in his otherwise aquiline nose spoke of a history of violence. “We begin at different edges of the board. Being thrust outside its confines results in disqualification. Each contestant is removed from play when they are unable to fight on or plead for mercy.”

Valeria rubbed her thumb across her chin. “And how are we to avoid accidental death?”

“As best we can,” said Agax, raising his horse-hair helm to settle it over his head. “Surely you can calibrate the intensity of your attacks?”

Valeria smiled, but gave no other response.

“Very well!” Emelias clapped his hands together. “I believe we are all agreed. Now, pay attention to how this skirmish unfolds, as we will analyze it after for data so that you may realize your weak points. All agreed?”

I drew Shard and willed it to blaze forth with golden light. Every Morathi present could not help but flinch. 

“Good luck,” I said.

Isossa’s smile finally reached her eyes. “I believe you shall need it more than we will, Savior.”

“One way to find out.” I turned, marching toward the far side of the arena - or board, as the Morathi had called it. Each flagstone was about a yard long at a side, and the sense of being a chess piece was hard to resist.

“Our plan?” asked Emma, Victor’s blade in her hand.

“Simple,” said Valeria. “We remain within three yards of each other so our wards overlap. Noah, you fly just above us, but not so high as to get cut off. We’re going to turtle and allow them to come to us, moving forward just enough to not get trapped against the edge of the board. We’re looking to learn how effective our wards are, and once we absorb their first barrage of attacks, we’re going to target our attacks on only one of them to increase the odds of overwhelming their ward in turn. I suggest we take out Isossa. That larger man might be more dangerous, but she’s their leader in some way I can’t quite pin. Once we take her out, we direct our attacks at Agax.”

“Smart,” said Brielle, drawing her blade as we reached the edge of the board and turned as one. 

“Emma, your ward seems to be strongest,” continued Valeria. “You’ll hold the center line. Neveah… you do your thing. Take them out from the sides or behind. Little Meow, you’re to be at the rear, ready to heal or step into the line if someone falls. Everyone else: if your ward fails, drop back and allow Little Meow to take your place. Clear?”

“Clear,” I said.

The others murmured their agreement. 

The enemy was a good fifty or sixty yards away. Half their number had stepped off the board, along with Emelias, to move to the stadium seating. The remaining six Morathi had formed a loose line directly across from us, their helms making them anonymous. Each held a short stabbing blade in one fist, and had produced circular shields with center bosses of rounded iron. 

They looked alien, formidable in that Spartan way; their molded bronze armor enhanced their physiques, even if the women’s version was terribly impractical. Theirs reminded me of Queen Ghelasha’s armor back in Peruthros, a piece cast for intimidation or seductive purposes, not for defense. Did they not expect to close and exchange blows?

“Steady,” I said, my voice low. “Keep calm, keep your distance from each other. Begin your Vam Mantras. When Emelias gives the word, get your wards up.”

I could sense them arrayed alongside me, my companions. I felt the energy between us simmering, heating up, as if on some level we were still entangled. Their presence filled me with vigor and hardened my resolve; there was nothing I couldn’t do with these women by my side. 

I took a deep breath and thought: All creation in a drop of water. All creation before me.

My pulse immediately began to slow. I felt my body relax, tension bleeding away. My breathing deepened. My stance, which I had thought solid, felt uncertain; I adjusted my posture in subtle ways till it felt right. Shard was light in my hands. Peripheral distractions faded away.

The world seemed to still, to hold its breath. 

Emelias, at the sidelines, raised his hand. Not a sound disturbed the board, with every player at the ready, weapons gleaming in the wintry sunlight.

“Begin!”

I visualized my ward and saw the sphere of platinum gold pushing out from me in every direction. Willing it to be so, I projected the love I felt for and received from my companions into the world – made it tangible. 

I fueled it with my fierce desire to protect them, to be protected in turn. Tapping Anahata, I felt its emerald petals begin to gyre within me, felt its magic come rushing from my core and bursting out into the world.

My ward flared into existence, perfectly spherical and expanding outward so it radiated a yard or so from me in every direction. It intersected with Emma’s green ward to my right, with Brielle’s crimson and cadmium-yellow ward out to my left, overlapping, flaring brighter where they touched. 

There was a pulse from Manipura and the black sun roared, sending me aloft, rising to hover a couple of yards above Emma as she stepped out to fill the center of the line; Imogen to her right, ward the palest blue, Brielle, and then Valeria at the very end. 

The ward stopped the wind. The cutting cold disappeared, and I hung, a sphere of perfect stillness, as I gazed across the board where the enemy had summoned their own wards, now moving forward in lockstep. Shields were raised, swords held at the ready, each trapped like a fly in amber within their spheres of purple, jaundiced yellow and sickly green. 

There were no immediate attacks. They were experienced enough to gauge us in turn as we gauged them. 

“Forward march,” said Valeria.

Emma, Brielle, and Valeria moved forward. I drifted alongside them, the lower curvature of my sphere just barely touching Emma’s ward. 

Little Meow brought up the rear, her ward a bubblegum pink. 

Neveah?

Gone. 

The enemy had reached the halfway mark.

“Halt,” said Valeria. “Adjust ranks.”

Emma stepped back to be in line with the other two.

“They’re splitting up,” I said. And indeed, the seven Morathi had broken into two groups, four remaining dead-center and continuing their direct approach, while Isossa led two others in a wide, looping arc to come in at our flank, unhurried. Shields were held before them, wards extending a healthy three yards from each. 

Isossa’s ward was the most powerful. It glimmered lavender and pushed out a good five yards.

Damn her arrogant self-assurance. 

“Steady,” said Valeria. “Imogen, call the attack when they’re in range.”

“Isossa still?” she asked.

Valeria had her crossbow to her shoulder. “Yes.”

We watched in silence. The enemy was unnervingly quiet - no commands, no insults, just silent scrutiny as they edged ever closer. 

The four in the center, led by Agax, were two-thirds of the way across the board now, perhaps only twenty yards from our leading edge. I could see the whites of his eyes within his helm, the way his shoulders rose and fell with each deep breath.

“Hold onto your Vam’s,” I said, pitching my voice low. “Stay relaxed.”

“Count of three,” said Imogen. “One.”

A breath passed. Isossa had completed most of her arc and was now coming in on our left toward Valeria, hunched low behind her shield, only thirty or so yards from closing. 

“Two.”

“Pretend to focus on Agax,” said Valeria. “Misdirection.”

“Three,” said Imogen. A, levenbolt as thick as my thigh erupted from her palm, leaping down our line and slamming into Isossa’s ward with the force of a Mack truck.

I simultaneously slashed Shard in her direction, hurling a flare of golden light, just as Valeria fired her crossbow and Brielle unleashed a terrible gout of flame. 

All four attacks hit in rapid succession. 

Isossa’s ward flickered and fell.

“Charge!” roared Agax, breaking into a run as he summoned a ball of glittering black light into his palm and hurled it at me.

Madness. Imogen raked her levenbolt across the flankers to direct it at Agax as Valeria sought to reload her crossbow. I unleashed a levenbolt of my own at Agax, just as six bolts of black flame slammed into our wards.

The effect was concussive. I’d once been swimming underwater at Lake Flue back home in Ohio when some idiots had decided to go dynamite fishing without warning anybody. 

The sensation of being hit by those black spheres was the same as the shockwave that had rolled through the water and washed over me then. Jarring, disconcerting - but ultimately harmless.

Our wards held. 

But the damage was evident. Sparks flew from deep cracks and fissures that ran across their faces. My own was riven by deep gouges, gouges which I willed to fill in. Pouring my essence into my ward’s substance, I roared and swiped Shard at Agax, sending a brilliant swathe of gold light down at his charging form.

Lightning flew. Flame blasted forth from Brielle’s ward, and more black spheres came flying toward us, impacting with such terrible force that I felt each one in my molars. 

Isossa was down. Her two companions were racing to engage Valeria when Neveah burst out of nowhere and cannon-balled into them, sending both tumbling. Smacking one clear across the front of the helm with a scabbarded Morghothilim, she drove her knee into the other’s chest. She was like a dark scythe, reaping both right off their feet and hitting the ground in a forward roll. Her long mane of black hair rippled in her wake as she came up in a dead sprint, leaning over to the side as she bolted around to flank Agax. 

He had been driven to a stand-still by our attacks, his ward shimmering and flickering as we pummeled it. He stood behind, shield raised, shoulders hunched, and I was beginning to feel the fluttering delight at the prospect of victory when Brielle’s ward went down.

Her scream followed a second later as a black sphere hit her shoulder and sent her spinning. 

“No!” I cried, unsure as to how badly she was hurt, feeling her agony lance through our sympathetic bond. I hurled a levenbolt at the Morathi who’d broken her defenses even as Valeria closed the line, stepping in to merge her ward with Emma’s as Little Meow hauled Brielle back.

The urge to fly forth was almost overwhelming, to swoop down on the enemy and give vent to my fury. 

But no. To break rank was to weaken us all, so I ground my teeth and poured all my might into my next levenbolt.

It was an attack which had served me in good stead all this while, but hadn’t substantively changed since I’d first manifested it. Every previous bolt had been as thick as my wrist, a wild, clawing attack that leaped and scored deep, burning grooves wherever I directed it.

But seeing Brielle go down, hearing her scream - it shook something within me, breaking some kind of restraint. I felt Muladhara blaze forth within my core, drinking deep of my magic as it channeled its might down my arm.

Flickers of electricity raced down to my hand and there exploded forth in a riot of raw power. A dozen tendrils - each as thick as one of my old attacks - lashed forth like an attacking hydra, splitting the air with their brilliance and whipping down upon the Morathi who’d wounded Brielle to enmesh his ward with chains of living lightning.

His ward exploded, and my levenbolts spun him around, sending him toppling to the ground. There he lay still, dark smoke rising from his burned form.

Agax bellowed a command and the remaining Morathi dropped their weapons, raising the arms in surrender.

For a moment it was all I could do to not direct my fury at him, but with effort I held back. Cutting my connection to Muladhara, I dropped down beside Brielle.

She sat propped up in Little Meow’s arms, blinking and looking pale.

“She’s fine,” said Little Meow. “Not a bad hit. Just enough to take her out of the game.”

“Thank god,” I said.

“I can’t believe they got through my ward,” said Brielle, wincing. “What manner of demeaning bullshit is that?”

“Good job, everyone,” said Valeria, turning to grin at us. She looked alive, her eyes gleaming with a healthy joy I’d not seen in far too long. “We stayed with the plan and won. Excellent job.”

Emma rested Victor’s blade on her shoulder. “Not too shabby, everyone!”

I glanced across the board. Neveah was trudging in our direction, ignoring the stares from the Morathi as they tended to their fallen. Good. They weren’t fucking with her.

“I think it’s fair to say we exceeded their expectations,” said Imogen, pushing her glasses back up her snub nose. “Oh, but I do enjoy winning. I enjoy it a lot.”

I raked my hair back. “Looks like Emelias underestimated us. Look, he’s climbing onto the board.”

Indeed he was, leaping up nimbly to stride toward Isossa, who was climbing to her feet.

“A splendid victory!” He beamed at us with something akin to affection or pride, as if he were personally responsible for our talent. “Were you holding back in your previous battle with the guards, or - as I suspect - has the stimulus you’ve received in Ur-Gharab provoked unprecedented growth in your power?”

“Regardless,” I said, moving forward to stare at him, “we won. Not a flawless victory, but I think we’ve shown that we’re more than a match for you Morathi.”

Isossa laughed. Agax grinned darkly, and while Emelias didn’t do more than smile, I saw a dark gleam in his eye that was decidedly unnerving.

“Oh, I’m not so sure about that,” he said. “This was but the warm-up bout, was it not? Let’s give it another go. Isossa? Gramax? Are you good to go again?”

“Oh, yes,” said Isossa, resettling her helm. “Ready and hungry for more.”

“My gem is burst,” said Gramax, the man whom I’d lashed with a dozen levenbolts. “The… Savior… near killed me.”

“Then you need to improve your wards, do you not?” Emelias’s tone was wintry. “Off the board. Hehmark, take his place.”

One of the soldiers sitting on the bleachers rose and made his way to the center of the board. 

“Now,” said Emelias, turning back to us with a smile. “Let’s make this a little more interesting. The same set-up, but the same rules, but my Morathi will… how shall I put this? Use their abilities a little more fully.”

Should I beg off? Leave with this victory? No. We needed to learn what more the enemy could throw at us. Even if it meant a defeat, an injury. The more we tested our abilities in a safe place such as this board, the stronger we’d be when we met the real enemy.

“Very well,” I said. “Give us a moment and we’ll be with you.”

I turned and walked back to my companions. “Gather in my sanctum. Time to power up.”

I closed my eyes and dove down into my reservoir, down the golden filament to where my companions’ apertures hovered. I paused, seeing that Valeria’s filament still did not burn with a golden fire; I’d hoped that after yesterday’s connection that might have been otherwise. Still, no time to reflect. I willed the apertures to open, and a moment later all five were before me, their spirit bodies gleaming, their essences vibrating with excitement.

Power hug, I said, and we gathered in close, embracing each other so golden light fountained above us and rapidly refilled my reservoir. I’d expended almost half of my reserves, but in a matter of seconds, it all came flooding back. 

I then directed the overflow into each of their sanctums, and a moment later, everyone was topped off.

Incredible, said Imogen. 

We can’t duplicate the same strategy, said Valeria. They’ll be ready for that. This time we’ll press toward the right-center side of the board. If they split and try to flank our left again, that will leave them divided but unable to close at the same time. If they change things up, I’ll call out ‘center’ and we’ll move to engage them directly. If I think it best to hang back as before, only ten yards from our board’s edge, I’ll cry out ‘reserve’ and we’ll move back. Clear?

Move toward the right-center, said Emma. Unless you call out ‘center’, upon which we’ll move to engage directly, or ‘reserve’ which will be our signal to move back. Got it.

They’re going to try something different, said Imogen. I’d wager they’ll be using Hexenmagic against us. Wards and black fire are basic as powers go - I’m sure they’re capable of more.

Like what? I asked.

Harmiel could allow them to close with us without noticing, said Imogen. Salathis could teleport, remember? They might move behind us. 

We’ll have to tell Little Meow to be wary, said Valeria. 

They might also hit us with a corruption or perversion attack, said Imogen. Something that would weaken us within. I don’t know. Even my studies of Hexenmagic are terribly limited compared to what’s out there.

Good to know, I said. We’ll stay close and keep our wards up. Do we go for Isossa again?

Let’s switch it up, said Valeria. Whichever of Isossa or Agax comes directly at us, we take them out. Second target is whoever remains of the two.

Got it, I said. And, by the way? Our wards fucking worked. Good job, everyone.

Brielle crossed her arms. Yes, well. Thanks.

Cheer up, said Valeria, cuffing her shoulder. You did well. If you want some tips after, I’d be happy to share.

Brielle gave a disbelieving shake of her head. What manner of sadist torments royalty while they’re wounded?

Valeria’s grin did my heart good.

Time to go back, I said. Emma, share the plan with Little Meow. Everyone else, in formation.

I opened my eyes. The Morathi were clustered on the far side of the board, with Emelias having returned to the bleachers. 

The cold wind howled down the length of the board; the whole scene suddenly seemed cruel and cold and inhuman. 

 Emelias raised his hand. “Begin!”

Our wards sprang up even quicker this time. My platinum gold sphere sprang forth from my core as if eager to assert itself upon the world. Manipura roared within me, and I lifted off the ground, rising a couple of yards above Emma. Her soapstone-green ward pushed out a good three yards all around her, scintillating and firm. 

I went to engage the First Prism, more by reflex than anything else, then decided not to - hell, my reservoir was bursting with magical power. Why would I extend its duration for a short battle like this?

Neveah darted off to the right, fading from view as she ran, then she was gone - a bruise, a slight shadow that slipped from my field of vision as I turned to consider the enemy.

Their wards were up, rock-solid and interlaced, shields raised, blades held at the ready. Isossa held the center of the line, with Agax looming on the far right.

“Forward right march,” said Valeria, voice taut with self-control and a shiver of excitement.

Imogen, Brielle, and Emma obeyed, moving at an oblique angle to the Morathi, not rushing, watching for the enemy’s first move. 

They began to advance, unhurried, moving toward the center of the board as we advanced to their right. 

“They’re not splitting up,” said Brielle. “We change our plans?”

“Hold steady,” said Valeria.

They halted at the halfway mark, and there Isossa stepped forward, emerging from the front rank to extend her hands toward us. 

“Brace for attack,” said Valeria, tone cool, controlled.

Instead, smoke began to billow forth in great quantities, spiraling from her hands to spread out across the board. The volume was astounding - even as I watched, moment to moment, it spread across the pale flagstones, reducing the Morathi to vague silhouettes, then obscuring them altogether as the battlefield was smothered in a dank and heavy fog.

“What the fuck?” said Emma, a note of fear entering her voice.

“Steady,” said Valeria again. “Imogen?”

“On it.” Imogen dropped to a knee and placed her palm on the ground. 

I spun in a slow circle. We’d been about fifteen yards from the right side of the board. Standing now in an island of gray, the light of our wards was muted and shifting as fog coalesced around us but failed to penetrate.

“They’ve split up,” said Imogen. “Are coming at us individually, closing like a net. Moving slowly, giving those trying to flank and come around behind us time to get into place.”

“Shit,” said Valeria. 

“Can we clear this away?” asked Brielle, then unleashed a gout of flame from her blade. Its brilliance flared for a second before dying away as the fog came rolling back in. 

“Form a circle,” I said. “Little Meow, you’re in the center. Everyone else, back-to-back.”

“Better drop down or go up higher, Noah,” said Valeria. “They’ll take your flight into account.”

“Let me see what I can see from above,” I said, and, heart hammering, reluctant to leave my companions, I flew higher, breaching the fog to emerge into the chill air. My heart sank. The whole board was smothered, a plane of shifting, featureless gray. I could barely make out the glow of my companions’ wards below me. Could I detect those of the enemy in like manner? Should I fly out and search for them, or remain close to help when the attack came?

I’d let the Vam Mantra stop, just as I had when Brielle had been hurt during the first bout. That wasn’t good. I initiated it once more, feeling my assurance and calm reassert itself.

The best defense was an offense. 

It was time to go hunting. 

I dove down. My companions were bunched up together, Imogen still on one knee.

“…closing now, fifteen yards away, though one is closer, coming at you, Valeria, moving quicker, now they’re running right at us -”

“Mine,” I growled. Dumped a truckload of magic into Manipura, I fueled my flight and strengthened every aspect of my body as I speared out over Valeria’s head to fly at the incoming attack. I squinted at the fog that dampened my face and felt almost oppressively tangible; Shard burned bright with my anger and frustration.

There. 

The Morathi had withdrawn their ward so it but glimmered a foot away from their skin, making them, no doubt, nearly impossible to spot from the air. 

I resisted the urge to shout, instead unleashing a levenbolt at the same time I fired a flare of golden light from Shard. 

Both attacks impacted the Morathi at once, and I had but a second to catch a flash of the man’s surprise before I bulldozed into him at full speed. Turning my shoulder so I could slam right into his shield, I drove it back into his body, slamming the upper lip into his helm, and picking him right up off his feet.

For a second, I bore him before me, the ground speeding away underfoot. Then I angled upwards and he slipped free to disappear with a cry into the fog.

I punched out of the fog, took a moment to orient myself, and saw that I’d sprinted nearly clear across the board. Flying back, I heard cries, the sounds of battle. I felt anger, fear, and the desire to dominate come through the channels to my companions. 

Gritting my teeth, I hurled myself down into the fray, down toward the glow of my friends’ wards, and there saw them embattled - surrounded by the Morathi. 

Brielle’s flames lit up the fog, while Imogen’s levenbolts sparked forth, stabbing at the foes. Emma’s ward was badly fractured, clearly on the verge of collapse, and I caught a glimpse of Valeria down, Little Meow crouched over her.

I roared, abandoning all subtlety, and swept down upon Agax’s mighty form. Cleaving Shard at his ward with a double-handed blow, the blade burning so brightly it left an after-image in my vision.

But Agax disappeared just before I cleaved through him, and reappeared beside Little Meow. 

I nearly plowed into the ground, so surprised was I, but managed to turn and pull up just in time to see Agax stomp Little Meow in the head. 

Or try. 

She swayed aside, lithe as a willow reed, then rose to slam her fist into his stomach.

And, oh shit. 

I was reminded all over again why the Death’s Head gang back on Tagimron had left her alone.

Agax lifted right off the ground, doubling over her fist then disappearing into the fog as he was hurled back. His armor had crumpled around a fist-sized indentation where she’d punched him.

A split-second was all I had to take this in before I flew into Isossa. Slamming into her ward, I bounced off as if I’d hit a brick wall. Manipura prevented me from being stunned, but a ball of black flame struck my ward just before I could charge her again, coming from my left. My ward shattered and went down.

Isossa laughed, lunged forward, and darted her hand toward me, avoiding Shard to whisper the lightest of touches across my upper arm.

Her touch was scalding, as if her fingertips were a mass of nettles. 

A fever swept through me, sweat breaking out of every pore. I shuddered as I wrestled with the turgid, heavy desire I suddenly felt for her. The desire to pin Isossa to the ground and tear away her armor, to spread her legs and fuck the shit out of her, right here on the battlefield, surrounded by violence and chaos, to glory in the madness of battle and dominate her, rut with her -

Something hit me in the back of the head, and I went down. 

The ground smashed into my side, driving my breath from my lungs, Shard skittering away from my grip.

A world-annihilating fury - an abject, wretched rage - filled me, indignation so terrible I wanted to tear whoever had dared attack me piece from bloody piece.

There was more magic. Manipura was going nova in my core, and I blew right off the ground, snatching up Shard as I flew up and around to see Agax grinning at me from a half-dozen yards away. He was hunched over his mangled armor, black fire coruscating in his fist.

Then a dozen threads of lightning plunged toward him, faster than thought, almost catching him before he blinked away and was gone.

I whipped around, seeing Emma was down, Brielle and Imogen were fighting back to back, and Little Meow was pressing her hand to Valeria’s side.

“Pitiful,” said Isossa, walking languorously toward me. “How easily you’re manipulated, Savior. Why -”

Neveah burst out of the fog, her leap carrying her straight into Isossa, Morghothilim drinking in the fog, a black so dense it hurt the eyes. Her knees both impacted the Morathi’s helm, crashing into the metal with punishing power. Isossa went down in a jumble of limbs.

Neveah sailed over her, landing in a somersault, and came up behind the Morathi attacking Brielle. Swinging Morghothilim at his ankles, she swept them clean out from under him just as Brielle brought the flat of her blade down on the man’s chest, smashing him to the ground.

Then Agax was there, looming over Neveah. He seemed to have grown, becoming a fell giant, and he smashed his burning fist down upon her head.

But Neveah was already turning, twisting, avoiding the blow, and bringing Morghothilim around.

I gave a shout of fury, bellowing like an ox in heat. Hurling a mass of levenbolts at the giant, I shredded the fog into tatters. 

“Noah,” I heard someone say, and looking down saw Isossa, her helm knocked free, black hair fallen out of its braided curl, eyes alive with desire and amusement. Blood ran from her temple, but she seemed not to care. She slid a hand down her curvaceous cuirass and down between her legs, cupping her sex under her long tunic.

“Come here, Noah.” Her voice was provocative, amused, infuriating. “Come here and fuck me.”

I couldn’t think. A polluted fire raged in my veins. I wanted nothing more than to fall upon her, tear her undergarments away, and wipe that smile from her face. 

But as much as that filthy desire raged within me, I felt the bonds to my companions grounding me, wrestling to keep me sane. It was all I could do to just stand there, swaying, fighting the urges, hands clenched so tightly around Shard that my knuckles felt like they would pop.

“Enough!” Brielle shouted.

Flame swept over Isossa, obscuring her completely from view with its vermillion glory. A moment later the blast ended, and there was nothing left behind but scorch marks. 

“Enough is quite correct,” called out Emelias. “I declare the battle a draw! Cease your fighting!”

The fog dispersed, fading away almost immediately. I was left blinking as I turned in a slow circle, taken aback by the sudden clarity of the air, how quickly the bleachers and the expanse of the arena came back into view. 

Emelias was striding toward us, expression just shy of smug. 

Agax was setting Isossa down a good dozen yards away from us, while other Morathi were picking themselves up. 

I stood there, dull-witted, fighting the urge to scream my anger. My thoughts were thick with hatred, with lust, and it was all I could do to not unleash a levenbolt at the Morathi.

“Isossa,” said Emelias chidingly.

“Oh, very well,” said the Morathi woman, making a gesture in my direction. And like that, the roiling, dark emotion washed away, leaving me gasping as I came to myself.

Not that I didn’t feel plenty of anger and humiliation of my own; but I put those emotions aside, drew the Vam mantra close, and ran back to where Valeria and Emma lay.

I didn’t even need to ask - it was obvious they would be all right. The blow to Valeria’s temple was little more than a light bruise at this point, and Emma was sitting up, rubbing her stomach, face pale and beaded with sweat.

“You guys all right?” I asked, slowing and dropping to a crouch.

“I am now,” said Emma. “Got hit in the solar plexus by something. Couldn’t even breathe there for a second.”

“Fine,” said Valeria, tone grim. “So - a draw?”

“Not bad,” said Imogen, tugging at the hem of her glove. “Our wards have clearly passed the test, and we managed to go toe-to-toe with a variety of Hexenmagic. We should be proud.”

“I hate teleporters,” I said, glaring over my shoulder at Agax. “And what Isossa did to me…”

“Classic Lilith shit,” said Valeria. 

“But we didn’t buckle,” said Brielle, tone crisp. “We held our ground, reacted appropriately, and may have even won through if given a little more time.”

Valeria climbed to her feet. “But not good enough. One fight like this down below and we risk losing half our number. If the Morathi hadn’t held back their blows, Emma and I would be dead.”

Brielle frowned.

“We’ll get better,” I said. “We’re already fighting at a level we couldn’t have dreamed of back on Tagimron. There’s room for growth, but we should be proud.”

“They expected to defeat us handily,” said Brielle. “The fact that we fought them to a standstill even when they pulled out all their tricks shouldn’t be underestimated.”

“They were still holding back,” said Neveah.

“What?” Brielle stared at her, shocked. “How do you know?”

Neveah shrugged. “I can just tell. I don’t know why, but they held back.”

There was a moment of stunned silence.

“Shit,” said Brielle. “Forget what I said, then.”

Little Meow hugged herself. “Sounds like they’re trying to lull us into a false sense of confidence.”

“Nice punch, by the way,” I said. “No matter how strong Agax really is, he had to feel that one.”

Little Meow canted her head to one side and gave me a thumbs up.

“Regardless,” said Imogen. “This was of great value. It’s reminded us all how dangerous Hexenmagic can be in the field. We’ve fought isolated practitioners before, but never a mass group of them. We’ll be better prepared next time.”

I turned to regard the Morathi. Isossa, Agax, and Emelias were conversing, their attitudes collegial, complicit. Emelias caught my eye and gave me an encouraging smile. I had to resist hard the urge to give him the middle finger back.

“The sooner we’re out of here the better,” I said. “I don’t know what games these Morathi are playing, but I know I don’t like them. And the worst kind of corruption is the kind you never see coming. I’ll push to have Morgana open the portal tomorrow.”

“The day after tomorrow,” said Little Meow. “You all need to rest. Um. Doctor’s orders?”

The Morathi leaders were walking over. I nodded to Little Meow – it wasn’t too hard to agree to a little more massage and spa treatment when I knew we were in for hell right after - and turned to face them.

“Well done!” Emelias beamed at us. “Remarkable, I must say. You crumpled before the city guard like untested children, but now you manifest wards, you give as good as you get - most impressive.”

“Who is your tactician?” asked Agax, removing his helm and brushing his black hair back from his brow. When nobody responded, he gave us a feral grin. “I just wanted to compliment them. Excellent thinking.”

I felt the faintest hint of pride from Valeria, flowing through our channel.

“Now, if you like, we could repair to my estate, dine, drink, and discuss the combat.” Emelias linked his hands behind his back. “Examine what went right, what went wrong, and help you correct what mistakes you made.”

“No, thanks.” The wind howled between our two groups, scouring the board’s surface, whipping at cloaks and tugging at hair. “We’ll do our own analysis.”

Emelias’s face fell. “Are you sure?”

“Quite.”

Isossa held her crumpled helm under one arm, eyeing me with that provocative smile of hers. “If you change your mind, Noah, I’d be open for meeting later. Perhaps I could teach you how best to handle an attack like the one I subjected you to.”

I gave her a perfunctory smile in return. “Tempting. No thanks.”

Her smile deepened as if she’d somehow scored a point. 

“Well, I admit to being disappointed,” said Emelias. “But I want to thank Agax and the others for coming out for this exercise regardless.”

“It was enjoyable,” said the massive man, running his fingers over the fist-deep indentation in his cuirass. It didn’t seem to bother him much. “Not much reason of late to use our powers. If ever you’re up for a rematch, you’ll find me more than willing.”

“Some other time,” I said. Then, feeling churlish, I inclined my head. “Thanks.”

Isossa turned to the others. “Did he just thank us? The universe truly is coming to an end.”

Emelias cast a final glance around the board before gesturing to the doorway. “Come, no need to linger in this barren locale any longer. Fine wine, the pleasures of the flesh, and good conversation await us.”

I chose to stay silent, assuming he spoke to his companions and not mine.

But as we strode toward the archway that stood alone off to the board’s side, Emelias turned to me.

“I’ll make the offer, though I admit I do so with reservation; there are only so many times I’ll get my hand slapped away before I risk coming to enjoy the pain. Will you and your friends join us tonight for dinner? My cooks are preparing a feast fit for a Savior, and after there are many enjoyments to be had. I could arrange for an orgy if you’re interested, or we could take in a demonstration of the finer points of torture?”

Isossa picked up seamlessly where Emelias left off. “Or we could let loose a passel of children in the estate, and hunt them down with carving knives?”

“Kittens,” said Agax with a rumble of a chuckle. “We could -”

“I’m sure you jest,” said Brielle, coming to a stop, and in so doing causing the rest of us to stop with her. “No doubt you think yourselves amusing. Mocking us for what you see as our prudish ways, perhaps seeking to shame us into relaxing our vigilance against corruption. But your disrespect does you disservice. We have journeyed far to reach this dark city and seen horrors that would make your suggestions prosaic. We have seen and been subjected to torture. We have seen towns massacred and children stolen by men more bestial than actual beasts.”

“My dear Brielle,” began Emelias.

“Do not insult me further by interrupting.” Her glare was imperious, lethal, and chilled to the core with disdain. “You are Morathi, your name a byword for corruption and evil across the universe. Juvenile jokes will not change this fact, but it will ruin the last remaining virtue you have at your disposal - namely, some semblance of dignity imparted to you by your mistress’s successes. Waste that at your peril, for my friends and I are rapidly discovering that the old adage is true: familiarity breeds contempt. But if that is your goal, then, good sir, I congratulate you. You are succeeding admirably.”

At that, she tossed her hair, and resumed marching toward the archway. 

I fought down my grin and followed right after, leaving the trio behind as Emelias spluttered and sought to formulate some cutting response of his own. Brielle, however, reached the archway and there crossed her arms. Leaning her weight on one hip and tapping the other foot, she was the perfect picture of an impatient princess who has spent her life tolerating tardy fools.

The humor was gone from the Morathi when they caught up with us. Emelias waved his hand with something short of a snarl, and the archway opened to our pool room. 

Without so much as a backward glance, Brielle marched through, and the rest of us followed. Little Meow was the last to enter our suite, and turned to close the door loudly in the faces of the Morathi staring after us from the courtyard beyond.

“And stay out!” said Emma with glee. She clapped her hands together and turned to beam at Brielle. “You are so fucking magnificent; I don’t even know what to do with myself.”

Brielle examined her nails. “A little adulation wouldn’t be out of line. The Source knows I’ve had far too little of that of late.”

“Given that you delivered our first real victory thus far?” I grinned. “I think a little adulation might be in line. And Valeria.” I turned to the blond warrior, who was unstringing her crossbow. “Excellent work out there. You had us running like an oiled machine.”

Valeria frowned, as if considering refuting my comment, then allowed herself a smile. “We didn’t fare too badly.”

Emma winced as she squeezed her own shoulder. “I need my own attack. Imogen, you got time today to help me figure something out with Muladhara?”

Imogen laughed. “Sure. I’ll have a word with your sanskara, tell it to shape up.”

Emma chuckled. “You know what I mean. It’s one thing to wield Victor’s blade and have a ward up, and another to throw an entire storm’s worth of levenbolts at the enemy like you do.”

“Speaking of,” said Imogen, “Noah. I noticed you broke through a few circles there with your own levenbolt.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Guess I did. What circle do you think that would put me at?”

“Hard to say without some rigorous testing, but a casual estimate? I’d wager you’re fifth, maybe sixth circle now.”

“Getting good,” I said. “Wards, flight, hurling a dozen lightning bolts, the strength of a dozen men - I’m turning into a regular superhero.”

The ladies exchanged an amused glance.

“What?” I asked.

“Nothing,” said Emma. “You’re doing very well, Noah.”

“Very, very well,” said Brielle. “You should feel proud of yourself.”

“I - wait. What did I miss?”

“I’ll get to work on your cape,” said Emma. “What color scheme you going to go for?”

“A huge ‘N’ on his chest should suit,” said Brielle.

“Fine,” I said. “Fine, I’ll stick to just being the last Savior and final hope of the universe.”

“Pelleas wore a uniform,” said Neveah quietly. “A cape of liquid gold gifted to him by Ghargerim the Black. His armor was silver, and on his brow, he wore the Diadem of the Sun.”

“Did he have a huge ‘P’ emblazoned on his chest?” asked Brielle.

Neveah’s smile was gentle, melancholy. “He didn’t need it. Everyone knew who he was.”

There were no more smiles. The ebullient mood subsided. 

“Pelleas,” said Imogen, tone distant. “The greatest hero of our age. The first Savior.”

“The only one to make it to Malkuth,” I said, trying hard not to feel despondent.

“And who’s now leading the attack on Bastion,” concluded Brielle. “Great. Thanks, Neveah, for that uplifting train of thought.”

“I - I’m sorry,” said Neveah. She put her hand to her temple. “I shouldn’t have - I’m sorry. Excuse me.” And she left the room.

I raised a hand, forestalling Brielle’s response, and followed, through the archway to the grand bedroom, then through a second to a small, windowless study illuminated by a sole lantern. Neveah stood before the desk, arms crossed, head turned away from me. 

“Hey,” I said, stopping in the doorway.

She flashed me a tight smile then looked away.

The very fact that she smiled unnerved me. It hadn’t felt sincere - how could it have been? But Neveah had never bothered with such… mundane expressions before. Where had her cold stare gone?

“What’s going on?” I asked, moving cautiously into the room.

She was hugging herself tightly. Taking a deep breath, she stared down at the desk, as if all the answers in the world were scrawled across its surface.

“Neveah? You doing all right?”

On the face of it, it was an asinine question. Of course she wasn’t. But it was just the right kind of question to provoke a response from her.

“No,” she said. “I don’t think I am.”

“If it’s of any comfort, I don’t think any of us are. What are you feeling?”

“What am I feeling?” She turned her attention abruptly to the ceiling, eyes wide, blinking rapidly. “Adrift. Unsure. As if I’m slowly falling apart.”

The last time she’d been so open with me was just before her manifold trial. What had followed thereafter had been… unpleasant. So perhaps I was justified in feeling my pulse begin to pick up speed.

I wanted to ask: Are you in danger of turning into an unstoppable demon? But, biting back that question, I instead reached out to touch her arm.

She flinched. I drew my hand back, hesitated, then touched her on the shoulder. 

Neveah glanced down at my hand, up at me, then away. 

“You’ve been keeping your shit together like… I don’t know what the right metaphor is. Amazingly well. I mean, after what was revealed to us? Your past? You’re -”

“I don’t need compliments,” said Neveah, tone turning terse. “I understand that you hold me in high esteem, and I appreciate it. But please. Don’t try to make me feel better by simply saying nice things.”

“All right.” I moved closer, turning to sit on the edge of the desk. “So, you feel like you’re falling apart. When did this new emotion start?”

“After…” She trailed off, took a deep breath, and tried again. “To be precise? After you failed to cleanse my sanctum.”

“Ah. Right. Makes sense.” I sucked on my teeth for a moment, staring at the far wall blankly. 

Neveah hunched her shoulders and lowered her head, as if coiling into herself or bracing for a blow. “Lilith has my command phrase. For all we know it could be common knowledge amongst her lieutenants. Regent Morgana no doubt knows it, perhaps even Emelias. You keep asking why they’re not rushing to kill you. Perhaps it’s because they know they can unleash my… demon… at any point they want. And then I’ll do all the killing for them.”

I hadn’t considered that possibility, and my legs, which had been gently kicking back and forth, froze in place as I tensed. 

My mind spun, trying to find a flaw in her conjecture. A way to protest.

I couldn’t come up with anything.

“And if so?” Her voice was little more than a whisper now. “Then they’re right. It takes a second, perhaps two, to say those words. Then who knows what I’d do? Whom I’d kill? If they could control me with more of the same magic, direct me to do their bidding?”

I shuddered at the thought. I felt my throat clamp up, strangling any attempt on my part to reassure her, to protest that she was wrong.

“Which is why you can’t keep me around,” said Neveah. “I’m objectively too dangerous, Noah. No matter what you might feel for me, or I for you.”

“I’m not letting you go,” I said.

“I know.” She turned to me, and her smile was heartbreakingly sweet. “But I’m not asking you for your permission.”

“You’re leaving?”

“I didn’t realize it until now. Had felt… grief. Panic. Rage.” Her brow furrowed. “Like I was losing control. And only now, here, with you, is it all falling into place. I can’t stay close to you, Noah.”

“Wait, hold up.” I jumped off the desk to face her. “What the fuck are you talking about? We need you. I need you. You can’t leave us. We’re just getting our shit together. Sure, we failed at cleansing your sanctum, but that doesn’t mean someone out there can’t help us, or that Imogen and I can’t think of another way -”

She cupped my cheek with her palm, the gesture smoothly executed, so unexpected that my words fell silent. 

“Noah.” Tears glimmered in her eyes. “You’re a good man. Thank you for trying. For… loving me.” The tears brimmed in her eyes then spilled down her cheeks. Her smile remained, bittersweet, turning her usually grim visage into that of a lovely, beautiful woman. “But I’m leaving. I can’t risk the fate of the universe in the hope of finding salvation.”

“No,” I said, voice hoarse, feeling desperate. “You can’t leave. I won’t let you.”

“We can communicate through our sanctums,” she said. “I’ll follow you at a great distance. Perhaps move ahead of you, clearing the way of obstacles. But I won’t be close enough to be used against you. And alone, I have a much higher chance of avoiding Lilith’s traps.”

“Neveah, no,” I said again. “Don’t do this. We are stronger together. Don’t break our circle.”

“I’d rather break our circle than destroy it,” she said. “Goodbye, Noah. Thank you for everything.”

And she leaned in to kiss my cheek, the brush of her lips cool against my skin. For but a moment she lingered there; then she stepped past me and was gone.

 

Chapter 7

 

 

 

“What happened?” asked Emma, moving forward to meet me as I emerged from the backrooms. “She all right?”

Her words echoed my own so perfectly that I couldn’t help but give a bitter shake of my head. “You didn’t see her leave?”

“Neveah left?” Emma turned to the others. “No?”

“No,” said Brielle. Imogen, who’d sat down to carefully construct a multi-layered sandwich, also gave a curt shake of her head.

“Well, she’s gone.” I cast around, looking for liquor. I saw a recessed shelf within a shallow alcove glittering with crystal bottles but steeled myself against the impulse. “For my sake, she said.”

Imogen stood, took two steps forward, and drew up short. “She’s gone? As in, left us for good?”

Little Meow had been working a kink in Valeria’s shoulder, but both had frozen, staring at me in shock.

“Her demon,” I said, suddenly feeling exhausted, as if a huge coat of lead had been draped over my shoulders. “She was worried about the enemy using it against us. Using it to kill me whenever they needed me gone. Said that was why they were so confident, why they weren’t rushing to put me down. So she removed herself from the board.”

“But… no.” Emma shook her head. “She can’t just leave. Without talking to us? How could she do that?”

“I understand,” said Brielle. “Talking would only make the pain harder. And she’s right.”

“How can you say that?” asked Emma, turning to confront her. “We’re stronger together, we depend on her so much in a fight -”

Brielle’s expression was at once hard and resigned. “She was right. Emelias and everyone’s relaxed attitude makes sense when you consider they know her command words. And Noah. How well would we fare against Neveah’s demon if it tried to kill us?”

My expression was answer enough.

Emma’s shoulders slumped.

“Perhaps we were coasting on wishful thinking,” said Imogen softly. “But damn. This is…” She shook her head as she considered. “A terrible blow.”

I knew I had to rouse them, to gather them close and lift their spirits. But right there and then, I couldn’t. Instead, I moved over to a deck chair and sat heavily on its end, elbows on knees, steepled fingers before my mouth and nose.

Imogen was staring off into the distance, frowning as she continued to think the situation through. “And we’ve most likely lost the ability to regenerate our magical reservoirs by gathering in Noah’s reservoir. Along with any chance of him bringing forth any more sanskaras.”

“Shit,” said Brielle, stepping back to sit down.

“But she didn’t kill you in the manifold,” said Emma. “She stopped herself, even in her demon form. Isn’t there - wasn’t there - a chance she could gain control of the demon?”

I remembered that moment - Morghothilim plunged through my chest, her face inhumanly beautiful, gaze alien and distant, wings flared out to blot out the sky, her ancestral home burning down.

“Maybe,” I said at last. “But shit. She relented last time only after plunging three feet of her sword through me. I don’t know how long it might take her to change her mind about you guys.”

Emma nodded, also sitting down.

Valeria placed a hand on her shoulder and rolled the joint around, nodding up to Little Meow before rising to her feet. 

She rose with a sense of deliberation, of purpose, that drew our eyes. Reaching up to gather her golden hair, she twisted it into a rough bun, then stabbed it through with a chopstick to hold it in place.

She moved to stand before us, back to the pool, hands on her hips. Her expression was grim, and I had a flashback to her manifold trial, how she’d held herself with such natural authority while commanding the forces of Japhar. I could almost see her in her full armor and regalia if I squinted.

“What’s done is done,” said Valeria, tone calm yet forceful. “Neveah knows her mind, and if she’s decided to go, then it’s too late to stop her.”

All nodded.

“Our circle is broken, and we’ve lost some tactical advantages that we hadn’t even yet come to rely upon. That hurts, but we can continue as before.”

Little Meow raised her hand. “Excuse me? Sorry to interrupt. But Neveah is still bound to Noah, is she not? Can’t you draw her forth from her sanctum when you need to replenish your reservoirs?”

Imogen frowned. “I suppose so? I’ll admit I was… yes. My mistake. I was equating physical presence with the ability to coordinate in the sanctums. Noah?”

“If she responds,” I said. “Her sanctum is seriously fucked up, and her form in there is impaled by Morghothilim. She just floats in there, eyes closed. But we can definitely try to reach her.”

Valeria nodded. “That’s a consideration, but I still don’t think we’ll be able to count on it. Especially not as part of our tactics mid-battle. Neveah might be caught up in her own troubles when we need her, and not respond. So we’ll proceed with caution. For now, we need to see to our own morale, and place our faith in the Source and Neveah’s wisdom.”

I sat up a little straighter. “You think the Source is behind this?”

Valeria’s smile was tight. “I’m probably the last person to ask. But going forward, I’ve decided to start attributing more shit to the Source’s will. Why? Makes it easier to keep my confidence up.”

“That’s, what, like predestination?” asked Emma.

“I’m already out of my depth,” said Valeria. “All I’m saying is that I’m choosing to believe in an active, conscious force for good that is helping steer us toward victory. Even setbacks like this one. And no, I don’t think that position will stand up to scrutiny, or why the Source would have allowed the previous Saviors to fail, but there you have it - my current philosophical take on the universe and how it works, which is helping me right now. Neveah left us for a good reason, and she’ll return to us at the right time. In so doing, she’s removed an existential threat from the enemy’s arsenal, so I applaud her decision. Especially when I consider how hard it would be for me to leave you all and go it alone.”

There were more nods from all around.

Despite the pain I felt over Neveah’s departure, I also felt muted joy at seeing Valeria standing before us like this. It felt like she’d come back, like the sun had come out after being hidden behind the clouds for so long. Perhaps confronting her as I’d done, tapping Svadhisthana, had been the right move after all. 

“What we need to do now is draw in our focus, put away our pain, and get ready for our upcoming voyage. Neveah’s sacrificing her personal well-being for us. That means we must be worthy of that sacrifice, which means doing everything we can to prepare. Noah, you still feeling good about leaving the day after tomorrow?”

“Sure,” I said. “It’ll give us just enough time to heal up. Little Meow?”

“Agreed,” she said. “You need to eat, sleep, make love, train, laugh, and do everything you can to refill not just your magical reservoirs, but your personal, emotional reserves. This may very well be the last time we have such a reprieve in a long, long time.”

“Then I say we make the most of it,” said Valeria. “Let’s not linger on the grief we feel over Neveah’s departure, but approach this restorative time with vigor and intention. The best thing we can do now is to be in fighting form when we approach Morgana, and I know that’s what Neveah would want for us.”

“Agreed,” I said, rising and moving to stand by Valeria’s side. “The one thing nobody would ever accuse Neveah of being is soft. So, we must try and be as strong as she is. Let’s focus on more of what we were doing before. We’ve got this afternoon, all of tomorrow, and perhaps the morning after to prepare.

“Valeria, you up for leading us through more stretches and combat training? Imogen, let’s get some meditation in. I want everyone to improve their grip on the Vam Mantra, myself included. I keep dropping it just when I need it most. Little Meow, please open your massage parlor. I want us to keep training our wards so that they can resist more than a blow or two, and Emma, I want you to work with Little Meow on the healing aspects of Anahata.”

“Question,” said Emma. “You all have access to Anahata as well, right? The super opened version that allows wards? What’s to stop you all from developing healing as well?”

I went to answer, but stopped, turning to Little Meow with my eyebrows raised. “Thoughts?”

Little Meow reached up to curl her dark hair behind one ear. “I mean, it’s possible? Emma’s correct. It’s just a matter of tapping into that aspect of Anahata’s power.”

“I would argue against it,” said Imogen. “For the following reason: we simply don’t have time. I believe we’d be better served entering Gharab with strong wards than weak ones and a weak ability to heal.”

I hesitated, then finally gave a reluctant nod. “It’s something we can work on once we’ve mastered our wards. Better to not get hurt in the first place than being able to bounce back after being injured. Good thought, though, Emma.”

Little Meow clapped her hands. “First order of business is more healing! Emma, will you assist? Everyone and anyone who has aches, pains, bruises, contusions, lacerations, broken bones, concussions, is feeling light-headed, dizzy, nauseous, or having trouble focusing, please pay a visit to the Savior Clinic! We’ll be opening in five minutes and look forward to providing you with the very best in customer care!”

I grinned. “I thought it was Little Meow’s Massage Parlor?”

“That’s after dark,” said Little Meow, giving me a wink. “Feel free to stop by then. But now, please bring your injuries, no matter how slight!”

Emma laughed and rose to her feet, moving to link her arm with Little Meow’s and follow her, chatting, through the alcove and into the room with the massage table.

“I might get some more healing,” mused Valeria. “Still not feeling completely myself.”

I cupped her face with both hands and stepped in close. “I’d disagree. I haven’t seen you like this in some time. I’d say you’re very much becoming yourself again.”

She placed a hand over my own, tilting her head to one side and smiling. “Well, if that’s the case, it’s thanks to the wake-up call you gave me. Thank you. I may or may not have been starting to drown in a small ocean of self-pity.”

“Any time,” I said, leaning in to kiss her lightly. “And perhaps we can find a little time later to celebrate?”

“That’d be nice,” she said, eyelids lowering slightly as she smiled up at me. “But fair warning. I won’t go easy on you.”

“I wouldn’t want you to.”

She chuckled, stepped away, and I moved to the foot of the pool. Despite the uptick in the mood I still felt uneasy and disheartened, and so waded down into the hot water, tossing aside my clothing as I went. I dove forward in just my underwear to swim the short distance to the far side; there I turned and floated, gazing up at the ceiling.

It was vaulted, slender chains of gold descending to hold crystal lamps, whose interiors glowed with some sourceless fire. Old paintings were barely visible high above and across the ceiling, faded now - perhaps by the constant humidity. The paint had bubbled outward here and there, or burst to hang in ragged strips. 

With my ears submerged, I could only hear the slow beating of my heart. The vortex in the pool’s corner that drained away the dirt exerted an inexorable pull on me, turning me about on the surface and gently sucking me toward it. 

How was I doing? I consciously tried to take stock. Neveah’s departure had rocked me. Only now did I realize how much I’d come to depend on her silence presence, how safe having her around made me feel. It wasn’t just her lethality in battle, but her constant vigilance, her cool, calm evaluation of every situation. She’d been like a safety rail for our whole group, the one person I knew would never falter, never blink. 

And now she was gone, and I felt vulnerable, concerned for the others. I’d have to step up and fill her void, to become more attentive, to keep my guard up. To watch out for the surprises that Neveah would have countered before.

Valeria was a source of cheer. She felt back on track - purposeful, assertive. I’d have to make sure she stayed that way and didn’t drift back into darkness. 

Imogen? I’d need to spend time with her as well. She was feeling more uncertain of herself, making mistakes that she’d not have in the past. Not that I blamed her; reconciling her past with her present had to be brutally hard. That was the shit people back home on Earth went to therapy for their entire lives, and we were needing her to heal in just months. 

My foot dipped, sucked into the vortex. I swam away, pulling free and floating back into the center.

In the end, that was all I could really do, I realized. Love them, love all of them. Cherish them, help bolster their strengths, and counter their weaknesses. Trust them. Help them be their best selves by doing the same.

And me? 

I closed my eyes, sinking into the velvety darkness that expanded in every direction behind my eyelids, hovering there in the crimson gloom. How was I doing?

There’s weakness in you, Noah Kilmartin, I heard Morgana say. Deep fissures in your foundation. Wounds that you’ve not yet recovered from. How solid are you, Noah? Would just the right blow at just the right angle shatter you?

No, bitch, I thought. It wouldn’t.

Then I subsided and just floated, mulling the possibility. Could I be taken apart by the right attack? 

I thought of my companions, everything I’d been through. Victor. Enigma and the manifold. I thought of the love that ringed me, that centered me. And yes, I’d taken some deep wounds - no denying that.

But no. Even as I’d suffered, I’d grown stronger.

Whatever Morgana was planning, it was going to have to be a whole different league of punishment if it was going to make a mark.

Resolved, I arose and waded back to the pool’s steps. Valeria was lying on Little Meow’s table, attended by both healers. Imogen and Brielle were facing each other intently at the room’s end with the look of gunslingers about to throw down.

“Ladies?” I picked up a towel and moved their way. “What’s going on?”

“Shush,” said Brielle. 

Imogen licked her lower lip, eyes narrowed, then jerked her hand up to fling a levenbolt at Brielle, the attack no wider than a pencil. It flashed across the space between them.

Brielle cursed, flickers of crimson and yellow began to manifest around her, but not in time. The levenbolt played across her chest and shoulder, and she cried out in pain, the ward collapsing.

“Fuck!” Brielle shook her arm out, then took to rubbing it. “Damn you to the shadiest pit in Ghogiel!”

“Tough words,” said Imogen, smiling sweetly. “But you’re all bark and no bite, princess.”

“Yeah? Try this, then. My turn.”

“You guys think this the best way to, ah, train?” I asked.

Neither responded. Imogen bent her knees and raised her hand, narrowing her eyes once more behind her circular glasses.

Brielle inhaled deeply, and I saw her mouth the words to the Vam Mantra. Her energy grew more collected, more centered. Flicker-fast, she raised her hand and unleashed a gout of flame directly from her palm. 

My eyes widened in shock as the fire streamlined, narrowing at its far tip into a tendril, the rushing whoof of it blasting hot air over me. 

Imogen grimaced as blue light flickered up around her, forming an inchoate sphere, which held for several seconds before fragmenting. The shards flared white as they faded away, and Imogen’s flames licked over her black and white outfit. 

“Ha!” shouted Brielle, then darted forward. “Imogen?”

I saw why she was concerned - Imogen’s French maid’s uniform had caught fire. She spent a moment smacking at the flames licking up her skirt, then realized her shoulder was aflame. With a cry, she ran and jumped into the pool, raising a large splash as her skirt ballooned out around her.

Brielle and I rushed to the pool’s edge as she came up spluttering, grasping at her glasses, which were about to fall off her pert nose.

“Are you all right?” asked Brielle, crouching down to extend her hand.

“Fine,” growled Imogen, accepting the help and rising out of the water. Her uniform hung limply from her svelte frame. 

“You guys are crazy,” I said. “That’s no way to practice. You should -”

“My turn,” said Imogen, moving back to her original spot, streams of water running down from her soaked dress. She flipped her sodden braids behind her back and glared at Brielle. 

“Fine with me,” said Brielle, returning to her spot as well.

“Nobody’s listening to me,” I said. 

“Ready?”

“Aw,” said Brielle. “Don’t get mad because you tasted a little of my heat.”

The tiniest of lightning bolts flickered across Imogen’s glasses, causing their lenses to turn opaque. 

“Brielle, watch out!” I shouted a moment before a lightning bolt leaped from Imogen’s gloved palm to arc toward the princess.

Brielle grimaced, crossed both forearms into an “X” before her, and summoned a scintillating sphere just in time. Its surface was deep crimson swirled through with an imperial yellow, as if a perfect ball of flame had manifested about her.

Imogen’s levenbolt played over the surface, not giving up, probing and leaping, shooting off side-tendrils like a plasma ball lamp.

I could just make out Brielle’s expression within - the ferocity of her focus, the effort it was taking her to keep the ward up. Then I saw her grin, uncross one arm, and point her palm at Imogen.

“Head’s up!” she cried out, and fire roared forth, hosing out as if from a literal flame thrower. It plunged through Imogen’s levenbolt, spraying forth with a roar of its own to engulf Imogen.

Imogen cried out in frustration and uppercut the air with a clenched fist, summoning her ward just in time; the ball of intense blue coalesced a split second before the flames hit her. The fire wrapped around the front half of her ward, bathing it in an unending deluge of fiery hell.

“Enough!” I shouted, feeling panicked, too easily envisioning both women being electrocuted and burned to death. “Stop!”

Imogen held her clenched fist upright as if drawing back on a mass of reins, keeping a carriage’s team of horses in line. She strode forward, other hand extended, levenbolt still flittering and leaping around Brielle’s ward.

Brielle began to advance as well, shoulders hunched, hair falling before her face, eyes lighting up with a fiery brilliance I’d never seen before. The intensity of her attack grew, the pressure the flames exerted on the ward rising and rising. 

“What are they doing?” I heard Valeria shout, and saw her on the pool’s far edge. “Noah, stop them!”

“I can’t!” Should I side-swipe them with enough power to knock them both off their balance? But if I only distracted one, that would prove fatal.

Both women were pushing toward each other, wards shimmering and deforming before the attacks, but somehow holding in place.

“Give it up!” shouted Brielle, her voice nearly lost over the roar of her continuing flames. 

“Don’t make me laugh!” Imogen shouted right back.

The air tasted like cinders and ozone. The hairs along the backs of my arms and the nape of my neck were prickling. I had to narrow my eyes against the continued brilliance of the lightning bolt and the stream of flame. I could barely make out the twin wards as both women struggled toward each other, fighting for each step as if wading through a raging river.

Then I heard Brielle laugh, a mad, exhilarated sound, pure delight and surprise. The strength of her flames doubled, growing in such volume that the excess blew right past the sides of Imogen’s ward and streamed a dozen yards to hit the rear wall.

Imogen screamed in something akin to fury or defiance. A dozen levenbolts surged forth to join the first, leaping outward to dive down like knives at Brielle’s ward, stabbing repeatedly.

They were so close now their wards were almost touching, a couple of feet apart, then only a foot between the blue and crimson. The wards were so deformed now by the intensity of the attacks that I didn’t see how they could hold. 

Six inches. 

Both women were shouting, screaming with the sheer intensity of their focus, leaning forward as if into hurricane-force winds. Imogen’s braids whipped about her like twin snakes; Brielle’s hair was a wicked mane that seemed to have a life of its own.

One inch.

The wards touched. 

The women slowed, then stopped, as if they each had a shoulder to a vehicle stuck in deep mud, ground to a halt. 

Then, their screams rising to a crescendo, they crouched, flexed, and forced their way closer. Flames boiled off Imogen’s ward to scorch the ceiling and blacken the walls and floor. A dozen levenbolts scored deep grooves in Brielle’s ward.

Closer. One step. A second. 

And then, simultaneously, both wards collapsed, both attacks died, and Brielle and Imogen staggered forth into each other’s arms. Laughing helplessly, they collapsed in a tangle of limbs on the ground, chests heaving, their whole bodies shaking from the effort.

The last curlicue of flame died away, and I was left to gape, my vision crisscrossed by the searing after-images of dozens of levenbolts and fireballs. 

“You’re both mad,” I said, undone by wonder and shock.

Brielle and Imogen were still gasping for breath and trying to laugh at once. 

“That was better than sex,” said Brielle weakly, staring straight up at the ceiling, then frowning. “Most sex.”

Imogen cracked up, covered her face with both hands. She turned onto her side to try rising, and failed. “What the… where did… all that power…?”

Brielle straightened out, staring up still at the ceiling, her face covered in a mess of her hair. Eyes wide, she shook her head slowly from side to side. “I’ve no idea. But it felt so good. I’ve never been able to channel without my sword. Never. What was that?”

“And you guys held both your wards,” I said, moving closer. “Despite the insanely dangerous way you guys were attacking each other.”

“I never doubted,” said Imogen, rising to sit at last, steam emanating from her sodden outfit. “Never felt a moment’s doubt that I could hold the ward. It was like something clicked, a tap was turned, and I could just flood my ward with as much power as I needed…”

“Same,” said Brielle, turning to look at her. “It was something in how you were challenging me, provoking me, but I still felt safe, as if I knew you wouldn’t really hurt me, couldn’t hurt me…”

“Yeah,” agreed Imogen pensively. “And it was so exhilarating.” She turned suddenly to me. “Noah, you have to try it.”

I raised both hands. “No thanks.”

“No,” said Brielle, deadly earnest and sitting up. “You have to try it. It makes sense!” She looked at Imogen. “You see it? Practicing a ward without being attacked is like…” She paused, casting around for a metaphor. “Like trying to have sex without being penetrated.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, then waved her hand irritably. “I mean, to the concept, not the metaphor. Because if you’re being attacked by someone you love -”

“Oh, stop,” said Brielle.

Imogen scowled at her. “If you’re being attacked by someone you love, then your ward is… in a weird way… bolstered by their love, or your knowledge of their love. Your sense of self-worth is increased by the bond between the two of you, the safety you feel, which allows you to amplify your ward endlessly. Yes! Noah! Your turn.”

“You’re going to blast me with your levenbolts and you’re asking me to stand still?”

“No,” said Imogen, climbing to her feet. “I’m going to blast you with my levenbolts and you’re going to raise your ward to match it. Now, go stand where Brielle was.”

“Now?” I looked to Valeria for help. “You’re serious?”

“Absolutely.” She adjusted her glasses, smoothed down her sodden dress, then moved to where she’d stood before. “Now.”

“Fuck.” I dragged myself to where Imogen had positioned herself before. “Fuck fuck fuuuuuuuuck.”

“A model student,” said Brielle, moving to sit by the pool’s edge and wrapping her arms around her knees.

“You guys sure this is… safe?” asked Emma from the far side of the room.

“Yeah,” said Brielle nonchalantly. “Maybe? Probably.”

I took a deep breath. Imogen was staring at me with absolute focus. Her very conviction helped steady my nerves. “So I raise my ward first?”

“Wait for it.” She tugged at the hems of each glove, rolled out her shoulders, bent her knees slightly, and ground the ball of her forward foot into the floor, as if seeking just the right purchase. “I’ll flick a bolt at you. Nothing serious. Get your ward up the moment you see it coming.”

“It’s lightning,” I said. “It comes at me at the speed of light. I can’t see it coming.”

“Yes, you can. Not stop whining. It’s very unattractive.”

I sighed, sinking into my own battle stance. “I’m going to die for the sake of being hot.”

“Get ready,” said Imogen. 

Vam Mantra time? Vam Mantra time. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought, and the acidic tension in my gut lessened, the panicky feeling that had me wanting to breath faster subsiding. All creation before me.

Distractions faded away. There was only Imogen, her posture, the tension running through her frame, the energy gathering in her palm. 

I sank into silence, into a pool of calm certainty. I could do this. I could anticipate her attack. I’d once dueled Neveah with the Vam and impressed her. 

First Prism, too. Brielle and Imogen had gone the distance, charging their attacks and wards with ever more power. I could use a little refinement. Deep in my reservoir, I began to cycle my power into Muladhara, continuously refining it, purifying it, intensifying its potency.

I could do this. 

I could do this.

I watched Imogen inhale, how her chin dipped just a fraction.

Priyam Mantra. I layered it over the First Prism, dropping it into the calm ocean that was the Vam.

Om nashta vahkaya prim; om nashta vahkaya priyam;

I walk in the fires of existence; I walk in the fires of destruction.

I siphoned just enough of the hyper-purified magic that was coming forth from Muladhara and the First Prism into a tapered readiness, the magic ready to be harnessed, hovering between simply floating within my reservoir and being unleashed in the form of my ward.

Flickers of brilliance manifested in Imogen’s palm.

There was no time for thought. I manifested my ward, pushing forth my sense of self-love, my right to be protected, defended from the attacks of the world.

But this wasn’t any attack.

This was coming from Imogen.

A flash of memory - Imogen and I declaring our eternal love for each other in that basement under Tagimron after defeating the Death’s Head inspector. The moment that had set the golden cord between us within my reservoir onto a fire that would never die out. The universe blowing out around us, revolving around our love, the falling of walls, the undying bonding of two poor souls in this vast and cruel world.

Imogen was attacking me, but I had nothing to fear. She couldn’t hurt me, would never harm me. 

In the weirdest, most perverse way possible, she unleashed her love upon me - testing me, raising me, refining me for my own betterment.

My sense of being loved swelled, doubled, and became tangible, bursting forth from within me into the form of a platinum gold sphere just as a levenbolt exploded forth from her palm. It arched across the air, prickling over my sphere.

Imogen grinned, eyes alight with approval and love. 

I laughed. “You girls might have been onto something.”

“We’re not done yet,” said Imogen, raising her other palm.

“Hold up,” I said.

Her eyes narrowed behind her glasses, and a second levenbolt leaped forth to join the first, trailing sparks as it worked its way over my ward.

I felt the pressure, the onslaught of her magic pressing on my own, felt the desire to take a step back, to retreat before it.

Instead, I inhaled deeply, embraced the Vam, and poured more of my Priyam Mantra power into the ward, bolstering it.

Levenbolts played over my ward, crackling and probing, but instead of warping my ward, it expanded, swelling out a yard, gleaming with impossible beauty.

“That all you got?” asked Brielle, grinning with predatory amusement. “You all tapped out, Imogen?”

“Just getting started.” Imogen shook out her shoulders, deepened her stance, then let it rip. 

Her twin levenbolts merged, grew, and became the tree trunk of blinding white light I’d seen her use in times of crisis. 

It was like being hit by a battering ram; something a dozen yards long, a yard thick, and topped with a huge iron visage of a snarling wolf. Her levenbolt slammed into my ward and drove me back, my feet sliding across the marble, failing to find traction. I grimaced and leaned into the blow and the flow of her magic, and all I could think was, Good god, she uses this on our foes? How the fuck do they ever get back up?

There was no end to her attack. It just kept coming, overwhelming, and I saw my ward begin to fracture. Thin, hairline cracks leaped across its surface, the area before me blanked out by the sheer brilliance of the lightning, so I had to narrow my eyes and look away, or be blinded.

I stumbled, leaned into the attack further, and found my footing. The moment I did, the pressure intensified, nearly blowing me right off my feet. But I grimaced, dug deep, and dropped the Priyam altogether. There was no time for reserve, for carefully calibrated usage.

The moment the Priyam fell away, I felt my ultra-refined magic came flooding forth, a torrent from my sanctum. My ward sealed over and grew hermetically closed, the glow of its golden surface matching that of the levenbolt. 

And damn me, if they hadn’t been right - this was fucking exhilarating. The roar of magic flooding out from my core was stupendous, and I felt like a flag in a hurricane, about to be torn free of all creation by the power coursing through me. 

I straightened. Pushing my shoulders back, I took a step forward.

The levenbolts split into a dozen, then two dozen attacks, each as thick as my wrist, each leaping and gouging at my ward. I laughed, felt the golden filament within my core resonate like a plucked violin string, and took another step forward.

“Push him, Imogen!” I heard Brielle say.

“I am!” 

“Then move over. I’ll help.”

I could barely see them over the brightness of the levenbolts, but a moment later, the air exploded fiery red as Brielle unleashed her own attack upon my ward. 

It buckled. I was slammed down to one knee, feeling as if I couldn’t breathe. The pressure was enormous, bottom of the Marianna Trench enormous. I couldn’t think, and felt the Vam begin to fracture, knowing that if I lost it, I was done for. 

But no. 

This was Brielle attacking me. 

A thousand memories flickered through my mind. Her love, her ardor, her peerless, ferocious dedication to my cause, to myself. 

Brielle. My love.

My ward settled, filling back out into a perfect sphere. With sweat coursing down the sides of my face, I rose back to my feet.

“Fuck!” I heard Brielle shout. “How is he doing this?”

I couldn’t help it - I grinned, and on impulse opened my arms wide as if to embrace their attacks. In opening myself to them, my ward grew even stronger. Something there. An acceptance that led to strength. I thought of them both - my love for them, the moments we’d shared together, the countless times we’d saved each other's lives, and the amount of magic I needed to hold up my ward grew less.

I inhaled deeply and realized I had never felt so alive. Engulfed in lightning and flame, I felt light, felt loved, felt fucking beatified. 

For a moment, I simply exulted in the sensation, then began to walk toward them.

“Stop him!” Brielle’s cry was indignant, rife with disbelief. “I thought you were the fortieth circle or something?”

“Will you shut up?”

Imogen’s levenbolts grew thicker, their attacks more thunderous, so my ward was subjected to an insane storm of lightning bolts.

I laughed and continued walking toward them. Brielle’s flames were growing more liquid in nature, pouring over my ward now, white-hot. The marble beneath my feet was baking, but my ward kept the ambient heat at bay.

And now I could see them both, shoulder to shoulder, leaning forward, pouring their all into their attacks, hair whipping about their shoulders, Imogen’s eyes flared into white opacity behind her lenses, Brielle’s gleaming with a fiery light.

I drew closer, and those last steps were the easiest of all. I barely had to channel any power into my ward, and when I finally closed with them, I extended my hands. Placing them over each of their own, I stifled their attacks and dropped my ward just as the lightning and fire cut out.

The sudden silence echoed. Imogen and Brielle were gaping at me. My smile wasn’t victorious; I didn’t feel pride, but I was exulting. Within me pulsed a universe-spanning love, and before they could speak, I stepped in and gathered them both into an embrace, pulling them close, holding them tight.

At that moment, as they wrapped their arms around me in turn, in that split second of sublime joy, I felt a sliver of terror cut through me, pierce right through my being. 

Love them now, the words said. Love them now, for one day they may be gone.

I squeezed them extra tight, my eyes brimming with tears. This kind of happiness couldn’t last. This wasn’t the kind of universe that allowed joy to go unpunished. 

Imogen and Brielle pressed their brows to mine, holding me just as tightly. 

A great tremulous emotion arose within me, a terrible appreciation for how precious these moments were, how vulnerable we were to being torn apart, ruined, broken, destroyed. How one day I might look back at this embrace and feel nothing but bittersweet sorrow and loss.

“I love you,” I said, voice hoarse.

“Noah?” Imogen pulled back a little to study me. “What is it?”

“Nothing,” I said, releasing them and stepping back, wiping at my eyes. “Just can’t say that enough, you know?”

Brielle’s blue eyes were glimmering with tears, but she sniffed in mock-annoyance and glared at me. “How did you do that? You resisted both our attacks as if it were nothing?”

“And that way you cut off my attack?” Imogen shook her head in wonder. “I’ve never heard - never dreamed - that could be done.”

“It’s because he’s the fucking Savior!” shouted Emma from the far side of the pool, hands cupped around her mouth for humorous effect. “Remember?”

“He’s been the Savior since I met him,” said Brielle, eyes narrowed. “And now his ward is like the Source’s own love for reality?”

“It’s because of love,” I said. “You guys were absolutely right. You’re both absolutely mad and brilliant.”

“I’ll take one of those,” said Brielle, then couldn’t help but grin, clapping her hands together. “And yes! We’ve got wards! I’d like a rematch against those Morathi now.”

“You might get your chance,” said Valeria. Something in her tone caused me to glance at her in concern. Was that envy? Bitterness? Had watching Imogen, Brielle, and I go through that experience brought back her old resentment?

Then she smiled, and my fears faded away. 

“I’m sure we’ll be getting a rematch down the road,” continued Valeria. “Don’t you worry.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Now excuse me. I need to go pass out.”

“Now he gets weak around the knees,” said Brielle.

“Better now than during the fight,” said Imogen.  

“True,” said Brielle. Then she linked her arm with my own and began marching around the pool.

“You going to pass out with me?” I asked.

She blew a lock of hair out of her face. “Something like that.”

Emma chuckled, guiding Valeria back into her massage room. Little Meow gave us a little wave and followed.

A moment later, Brielle tugged me through the archway into the massive bedroom. I was about to protest, to say I was too - something, I don’t know what - when she spun me around and shoved me hard in the chest.

The bed was right behind my knees. I fell back onto the comforter.

“Hey,” I said. “I’m a little torn up about Neveah, and…”

Brielle grabbed the hem of her tunic and pulled it up over her head, tossing it aside. She began to unbuckle her belt.

“I, uh…” I was having trouble remembering what I’d been saying.

Because goddamn, I could spend all year just drinking in the sight of Brielle’s perfection. Toned and sculpted, a fatal combination of athletic and feminine, her body never failed to grab my mind with both hands and drag it down into the dirtiest depths. 

She tore her belt free, causing it to slap along the belt loops. She doubled it, pushed it together so that each half flared, then yanked her hands apart, causing the belt to slap together loudly.

“Feeling you like that,” she said, moving toward me. “Feeling your power. Your mastery. Riding high on that much magic. Sensing our bond. Noah, nothing’s ever turned me on more. You’re coming into it. I can see it. Sense it. You’re fulfilling your potential, and I love it.”

She tossed the belt aside, peeled her leggings down over her wide hips, then stepped out of them, revealing long, muscled thighs. I moved back as she straddled me, knees on either side of my hips. Reached behind her back to pull her bra up and over her head, I freed her beautiful breasts, full and freckled across her cleavage, her nipples hard.

“Fuck,” she said, voice breathy, alive with desire. “When you reached out and stopped my fire - when you just shut me down cold, I thought to myself, This is a man.”

I propped myself up on my elbows and couldn’t help but grin. “You just starting to realize that?”

She slid one hand up around her head, mussing up her already wild hair, and moved the other down the length of her body to cup her sex. 

“You got me so wet, Noah, I’m about to fuck the bedpost if you don’t fuck me instead. I want you to open up Svadhisthana. I want this to be crazy. I want this to be all out. My whole body is alive with power right now. I feel like I could explode into flame. I want you to make me explode, Noah. You feel how wet I am?” 

She rocked her hips forward, dragging her panties up along my stomach, grinding down on my hips, and hot damn if she wasn’t right. Her panties were soaked, and like that I was right there, ready and willing, sitting up to bring her breasts to my mouth.

“No,” she said, and shoved me back down. “Svadhisthana. Set me on fire.”

I laughed huskily. “You sure, princess? You know what you’re asking for?”

She squeezed both breasts, pinching her nipples, then bit her lower lip and nodded.

So I delved into my sanctuary, dove down along the golden filament to where Svadhisthana hung, quiescent. Focusing my energy on it, I poured magic into its golden heart, and felt my pulse pound faster as the sanskara began to turn, its petals opening. Each was as long as my arm, moving to reveal its glittering heart, to turn faster and faster.

And its influence was immediate. I felt myself begin to burn with desire; opening my eyes, I saw Brielle half-close her own as its power began to soak into her.

“Oh yes,” she moaned. “That’s… that’s good.”

I reached up, running my hand up over her abs to cup one of her breasts. It was perfect, filling my palm as if designed for my touch. I placed my other hand over her heart and closed my eyes.

I focused on Svadhisthana, willing it to spin faster, to blaze forth with its power. I felt my magic draining down into its core, coming forth into the world through me to sink in turn into Brielle.

She soaked it up like a sponge.

“Oh fuck,” she was moaning, rocking her hips to move back and forth along my rigid cock. “Oh… oh wait, yes… what the… I can’t… don’t stop…”

A sense of mastery arose within me. She was fully open to my influence, absolutely no walls. I felt Svadhisthana burn within me, and in turn, set her on fire. She was a mass of kindling, her spirit cordwood, and Svadhisthana a blow torch. 

Her whole body began to undulate as she rocked above me. She plunged both hands into her hair and began to gasp, her chest rising and falling as she thrust her breasts into my palm, her hips grinding, grinding. Perspiration beaded across her brow, making her skin glisten, and the scent of her pussy was driving me wild.

But I held to my discipline. Keeping my hand over her heart, I poured ever more power into her, lighting her up just as she’d asked. 

Pushing her deeper, farther, harder. 

She froze, clutched at herself as if in a panic, then her whole body convulsed as if she’d been dealt a blow. She screamed, froze again, and was wracked by the second contraction. 

“Fuck!” She nearly toppled over but caught herself with an outstretched hand. Her whole body was shaking, shivering, as orgasm after orgasm pounded through her. Her body was jerking from the violence of it, stomach clenching and relaxing repeatedly, crimson hair fallen completely before her face. “Fuck, Noah, I - I - oh, oh fuck, it won’t stop -”

I slid out from under her, pushing her forward onto all fours, then tore my tunic off. Yanking my pants down, I clenched the fabric of her panties and ripped it clean off her hips. 

Her perfect ass was shivering, trembling, and I ran my hand down between her legs, cupping her wet pussy, feeling the scrape of her bush. At my touch, she cried out again, then fell so her face was pressed into the pillows, her ass up in the air.

“Here we go,” I said, voice hoarse. “You wanted me to set you on fire?”

“I - Noah -”

“Prepare to burn,” I said, and unleashed another wave of Svadhisthana upon her just as I guided my cock deep inside her glistening pussy. 

Her whole body went rigid as if she’d touched a live wire, and she jerked back up to all fours, tossing her head to clear her face of her hair as she cried out. I thrust in and out of her with smooth, measured blows, clutching at her hips, working with my own inexorable pace, pulsing Svadhisthana each time I sank to the hilt, easing up as I withdrew.

Brielle’s whole body was wracked by continuous orgasms. I felt my own pleasure but at a remove; what I was delighting in was seeing her come, seeing her lose her shit, fucking her just as she’d begged. 

And I had no intention of stopping.

I worked her until she fell once more, legs kicking out straight so she lay completely supine on the bed, and still I continued to make love to her. I propped myself over her length, sliding in and out of her now-even tighter pussy. Her body was drenched with sweat, moans rising, falling, rising higher.

The more I channeled Svadhisthana, the greater my control over my own body became. I pushed myself right to the edge of my own orgasm, then there, on the cliff’s edge of oblivion, I arrested myself, holding myself just shy of total release.

And in that sweet torment, I made love to Brielle. I eased up on Svadhisthana enough for her to come to herself, gasping and cursing, but I didn’t let up. Moving her onto her back, I pressed her thighs apart, then lowered my lips to her own; licking and nuzzling, amazed at how wet she was, her inner thighs glistening, a puddle soaked into the sheets.

The more I kissed her, licked her, and drove her to another orgasm, the louder Svadhisthana roared. I closed my eyes and dipped into my reservoir, seeing the great sunflower was exuding a continuous stream of bright yellow magic into my reservoir, replenishing me, giving me even more strength to keep going.

I glanced up and set Manipura to life. The black sun began revolving; I felt my limbs grow so powerful they felt ponderous, felt my stamina grow deeper. Opening my eyes, I looked up the length of Brielle’s body where she clutched at her breasts again, her head thrown back, overcome. 

I rose, wiped my mouth, and moved between her legs, sliding into her again. 

“No more,” she gasped, “give me a moment. Just… I need to breathe.”

I laughed. “I thought you wanted it all.”

“I did. But this is… this is madness. It’s like a structure fire mixed with… mixed with an endless orgasm… while I’m being suffocated… and worshipped… and every sensation, my whole body…”

She pressed her hand to her brow, shaking her head in helpless amazement. Blinking several times as if dazed, she then focused on me. “Get that cock up here.”

I crawled up over her sweat-slick body and allowed her to guide the head of my cock between her perfect lips. I groaned as she cupped my balls, massaging them as she bobbed her head up and down my shaft, her tongue swirling around my head, the sensation glorious. 

I lost myself to the sensation, to Svadhisthana’s roar, then felt Anahata begin to revolve. I blinked, looking around, and saw my ward was up.

“What the…?”

Brielle paused, looked around, and pulled my cock out so it popped from between her lips. “You expecting an attack?”

“No,” I said. “Just feeling… feeling really good.”

She frowned, then shrugged and went back to sucking. 

I blinked, wiping the sweat from my face. Even as part of me was in heaven between Brielle’s lips, the other part of me was unable to dismiss the ward.

Was it a projection of my self-esteem? My confidence, my sense of being loved? A side effect of feeling so good in bed with Brielle?

Expanded and pushed into the world?

Did that mean it could interact with Svadhisthana in some way?

Rocking my hips back and forth, hitting the back of Brielle’s throat, I closed my eyes, picturing Svadhisthana’s golden revolutions, then overlaid it in my mind with Anahata’s viridian one. 

Nothing happened, but I felt a growing sense of clarity, of mastery. 

Should I drop the Vam? No. It felt wrong to do so while Brielle sucked me off. I didn’t want to lose touch with my body, my ecstasy. 

But that sensation of control. I opened my eyes, flared them open wide, then gazed at my ward. I felt myself growing closer to climax, then took a huge leap toward it as Brielle slid a finger in my ass. 

My thoughts were scattered, the sensations overwhelming. My last shreds of awareness were fleeing, but at that moment I extended my will, seized my ward, and tried to bring it in close. 

It felt like trying to pack too many clothes into an already tight suitcase. 

I took a deep breath, pleasure erupting from my core, and willed my ward to come in closer, to compact. 

Then it did so, growing brighter as it shrank down around me, coming closer, ever closer, until with a cry I couldn’t hold back any longer. I came explosively into the back of Brielle’s throat.

She coughed, choked, then mastered herself, swallowing as my ward fragmented and flew apart. 

My body was raw, my ecstasy total. With a cry, I released my grip on Svadhisthana, falling over onto my side, chest heaving.

“I - damn.” Brielle wiped my come from her lips. “I felt something there, at the very end - what was that?”

“Me coming in your mouth,” I said.

She smacked me, hard. “No, wise ass. Something in our channel, our bond. You were doing something. I could sense it.”

“I don’t know what I was doing,” I said. “Trying to pull my ward in, compact it, make it… stronger? More efficient? I was getting somewhere, but your finger up my ass ruined my concentration.”

“Hmm,” purred Brielle, rolling onto her side, expression at once wicked and content. “Yes, I could see how it might do that.”

I rubbed at my face, sat up. “I was almost there. This time I’m sure I’ll be able to do it.”

“This time?” asked Brielle, raising one imperious eyebrow. “What on earth do you mean, ‘this time’?”

“Oh - I’m sorry.” I grinned at her, completely unrepentant. “We’re not done here. Didn’t somebody tell you?”

“Somebody who?” asked Brielle, a flicker of alarm passing over her features. “And not done? My legs don’t work. I don’t have any sensation below my waist.”

“Lies,” I said, grabbing her beneath each knee to yank her across the bed and toward me. Reaching down with my hand to cup her sex, I squeezed her engorged lips beneath my fingers and sent a tiny pulse of Svadhisthana into her. “You telling me you don’t feel that?”

She clutched at the sheets, bit her lower lip, and moaned.

“Next time, be careful what you ask for,” I said. My cock was already growing hard. I rubbed its head back and forth over her bush, massaging her clitoral hood. “You just might get it.”

“Oh, Noah,” said Brielle in a deep, raw voice that almost undid me right there and then. “I want it. I want all of it. Give it to me. Please.”

“Yes, your royal highness,” I said, pushing my cock down and slowly inside her. “As you command.”

Brielle arched her back, tugged at the sheets, and pressed her hips up to meet mine. I inhaled deeply, sank in all the way, then with my exhalation summoned my ward once more. 

It glimmered about me, platinum gold. 

And with great deliberation, I began the long, hard process of mastering it.

 

Chapter 8

 

 

 

Queen Iphigenia’s audience chamber was far more impressive the third time. Following nearly two days of training, resting, and reveling in each other’s company, we were summoned at last by Emelias to attend the queen of the Morathi in what was to prove a formal affair. 

We all refused courtly wear, and instead followed Emelias in our cleanest, albeit rather ragged, traveling clothes. I thought he’d protest us wearing our weapons, but no comment was made. He was anxious and distracted, waving us hurriedly to follow from the doorway of our suite into an antechamber that only seemed large until we passed through into the audience hall itself. 

Drums were beating, rhythmic and dolorous, accompanied by thin, wailing pipes whose call rose and fell in clashing dissonance. Smoking censors hung above us, their wrought-iron bowls cast in the faces of snarling demons; from their eyes, nostrils, and ears poured forth a noxious herbal blend. It was acrid, reminding me of the scent from within my fourth trial back in Bastion.

It looked like all Ur-Gharab had turned out to enjoy the spectacle, all the crowd in their cruelest finery. I couldn’t make sense of the social distinctions - why some wore armor bedecked with thorns, draped with cloaks of sumptuous purple and black, or why others were clad in sweeping gowns or dresses. Soldiers in full plate stood against the walls, tower shields raised before them as if expecting a charge; everywhere the susurrus of conversation rose and fell, the words indistinguishable against the background of the plangent music.

Our arrival was expected, and everyone turned to stare and study us. Wherever I looked, I saw eyes gleaming like jewels, lips quirked into amused smiles, expressions both jaded and remote, gazes lingering on my own before pulling away.

It felt like stepping into a cave full of adders. I straightened my posture a fraction, dropped my hand to Shard’s pommel, and did my level best to ignore them all.

Emelias led the way, bowing, fawning, or brushing past those who stepped forward to greet him. He never lingered, however, no matter how great the cries of welcome or joy that each person made at seeing him. Polite, practiced, and oily, he moved ever closer to the vast double doors that led into the chambers beyond. 

These stood wide open, and his approach caused the drums to pound ever louder, until at last we crossed the threshold, entering the audience hall itself.

“Impressive,” I heard Brielle murmur with obvious reluctance.

And it was. A huge stage of black stone rose ten feet off the ground at its far end, upon which a great altar was placed, and braziers burned. A throne stood against the back wall, raised high so all could see the beautiful queen seated upon it. She wore a gown of liquid metal that clung to her lithe form; on her brow, instead of a ribbon, she wore a diadem of silver. Yet her expression was, as before, inscrutable; she gazed at me with large dark eyes, and I could read nothing in their depths. 

The walls were of shimmering obsidian, whose surface looked natural and uncarved - great ribbons of black stone swooped and intertwined as if the lava had cooled and hardened in place without the touch of man to guide it. Against these walls stood a phalanx of knights with their tower shields and horse-hair helms. A thick crowd pressed along the open approach that led from the doorway to the base of the platform, the Morathi watching us with feverish anticipation and delight.

There had to be nearly a thousand of them packed into the great hall. The air was fraught with fumes and smoke, the distances made hazy, the music even louder. 

Emelias didn’t hesitate, instead leading the way down the open center aisle, looking for all the world as he stepped onto a stage. His movements were theatric and exaggerated, his body undulating as he turned from side to side to give half-bows, dispensing smiles upon those who watched.

I marched behind him, making no attempt to smile or appear gracious. I didn’t care that titters followed in my wake, or that comments were made behind covering hands. I ignored them all, instead fixing my gaze on the distant stage. My head was growing cottony with the smoke, so I began the First Prism, refining my magic in an attempt to stave off any ambient corruption. 

Emelias came to a halt ten yards from the edge of the stage and dropped to his knees, pressing his brow to the ground. I stepped past him, turned in a slow circle. Regarding the crowd and the far reaches of the hall, I allowed my disdain to appear on my face in the form a curled lip. My companions arrayed themselves beside me; I was proud to see equal resolve and stoic strength in their expressions. 

The drums began to beat faster and faster, rising to a crescendo, and the crowd began to sway, throbbing as if they were turned into dark rows of wheat being lashed by storm winds.

I turned at last back to the stage, and saw Regent Morgana appear in some manner of ceremonial dress. Purple skirts with waist-high slits covered her pale legs, but her upper body was wreathed in iron snakes that did precious little to reveal her flesh. Her head bore a glorious crown of spikes that curled and lifted like the outlines of a rose, framing her face, which was heavily made up to make her even more striking and perilously beautiful. 

She advanced to stand before the altar and spread wide her arms. The music rose like a wave, the pipes maddened, the drums became a riotous heartbeat; then two guards brought forth a young man with an iron circlet about his neck. The youth was dazed, his jaw slack. He didn’t resist when he was laid down upon the altar.

“Noah?” Emma reached out to grab hold of my arm.

An attendant placed a curved blade in Morgana’s outstretched hand, and this she raised high. 

“Fuck,” said Brielle, voice as tense as a loaded gun. “They’re going to kill him.”

My thoughts spun. I was surrounded by a thousand of the enemy, in the heart of their stronghold. But I couldn’t just stand there and watch. 

A memory - Ghogiel, the captured city of Illington, where Victor’s army had begun torturing and breaking their captives upon the wheel.

“Attend us, oh Mother of Cruel Mercies,” cried out Morgana, her voice carrying with supernatural clarity over the raucous drums. “Hear our cries of devotion! Our lives are but flickering shadows cast by your own languorous illumination, and yours to dispense with as you see fit! At this moment, in this hour, we throw ourselves upon your mercy, and know that we are not worthy. That our best can only displease you, but in that displeasure we may find grace; for to be judged lacking by your wanton heart is still to come into proximity with you, and by association find grace!

“May our deeds draw a smile to your red lips, may our fervor light a fire in your eyes, and may our devotion fuel your path of conquest across the Tree of Death! We bind our words and faith in your omnipotence to the soul of this dretcha, whose glory it shall be to be consumed in your maelstrom. Attend us, oh Lady of Pain, and bless this gathering, and all that shall transpire within!”

Morgana raised the dagger another inch higher, poised to plunge it down.

I tapped Manipura. The black sun began revolving with a roar, and I rose into the air. Shard flowed free from its scabbard to blaze with a brilliance so pure and cleansing that the very smoke seemed to recoil from its glow.

“I have accepted your invitation to attend you,” I boomed, “but that does not mean I’ll tolerate this depravity. Put aside your knife, Morgana, or feel the wrath of the Tenth Savior of the Source.”

Sixty of the armored guards rose into the air as well, wards flickering into place along their lines, blades drawn, darkness burning in their fists. The air within the hall became so tense that it was hard to draw breath; the walls seemed to press in, the lights receded, and so much magic began to manifest that I felt an overwhelming sense of claustrophobia sweep through me, trapped in that hall with so many Hexenmagic users. 

Beyond the altar and regent, upon her throne, I saw Alusz lean forward, eyes wide.

But I turned my gaze upon Morgana, and Shard’s brilliance never dulled. I remained aloft, ignoring the legion who trained their spells and dread curses in my direction, and held Morgana’s gaze.

It was… amused, I saw. Unsurprised. Lined with black kohl, surrounded by purple mascara, she gazed up at me with feverish amusement, her full lips pulling back into a gladsome smile, blade held high and as unwavering as Shard.

“Do you dare?” she asked. “Do you dare risk it all for this dretcha? Attack, and I refuse to open the portal. Attack, and you shall be struck down in turn. Your companions taken, your quest ended, and your days spent in my dungeons until your mind breaks and your soul shatters. I promise you, Noah, upon my devotion to my Lady of Pain, that I make no idle boast. You stand upon a precipice. You profane this rite at your greatest peril. We Morathi will tolerate all heresies with a smile but this one.”

“I’ve been here before,” I said. “Yes. I will end everything to save this man’s life.” My voice was a powerful and final as a massive tomb door swinging shut. My heart was racing, my stomach clenched into a tight ball of acid, but I allowed none of my nerves to show on my face. I willed more power into Shard, and its glow grew almost painful. The Morathi drew back, arms rising to shield their faces.

For agonizing seconds, I hung there, facing off with the regent. The sense of threatening magic grew and grew, causing my skin to crawl, my throat to clamp. 

But I did not doubt in my heart. Victor had been the best of teachers. I’d make no allowances for evil. I’d never allow corruption to gain a toehold in my soul by standing by as depravity was committed. 

“Morgana,” said Alusz, voice soft. “Put away your blade.”

The queen’s words hung in the air, the silence growing expectant. At last, Morgana lowered her dagger. With a nod, the two attendants pulled the dretcha away. 

“Very well,” she said, voice rich with amusement. “I shall bow to your unbending principles, oh Savior of the Source, and Her Royal Highness’ request. These are but the opening plays of this game we play, you and I. Perhaps in time you shall reveal greater flexibility, a willingness to accommodate my ways born out of necessity, out of need.”

I sheathed Shard and lowered back down to the ground, where I stood tall before my companions. 

Behind Morgana, I saw Alusz sit back in her throne once more, her expression returning to one of boredom. For a moment, our gazes met, but she then looked away.

Around us, the Morathi guards lowered to the ground as well, and the crowd, which had grown restive, became still once more.

“Morathi of Ur-Gharab!” called out the regent, looking past my group to the people filling the hall. “For the fourth time, you gather in this manner, to witness the beginning of another Savior’s journey to find the portal to Malkuth! Golden Pelleas once stood before us, followed by Devoted Jevenna, then Tender Obui! And now I present you with Noah Kilmartin, the tenth and final Savior, the key to the sphere of Kether, the tower of Bastion, and all of creation! Mark him well, his noble bearing, his cold disdain, his haughty self-assurance. In time he shall return to us, and ah! How we look forward to noting how his trials shall change him! For the worlds below us are perilous, an anvil upon which he shall be broken.”

Her words were met with hisses and whispers of anticipation.

I’d be a liar if I said they didn’t worry me at all. After seeing the worst that Victor and Enigma had had to offer, I didn’t dare underestimate Gharab, or Morgana’s perils.

“Attend, me Savior!” She raised her arms once more, eyes wide. “I shall soon open a portal to the realms below. Yet what do you know of Gharab? Nothing, I warrant. The only constant in this sphere is Ur-Gharab, for all that exists below is but a transient glory. For Gharab extends itself where it wills, retracts as it sees fit, and claims what parts of the universe attract its attention. Composed of fragments from dozens of worlds, it is a never-ceasing wonder, always rejuvenating itself as it consumes fresh fodder and discards that which has no life left to give.”

What the fuck was she talking about? I wondered, then decided it didn’t matter. Imogen could explain it to me later.

“Thus, to reach the Fulcrum, you must travel through the disparate realms of Gharab. For like any landlocked continent, you must journey from one realm to the next, and not leapfrog directly to your terminus. Observe!”

She flung out her hand, causing the smoke to roil above our heads and glow as it shaped itself into a holograph.

“You shall begin in the realm of Aegeria, a land of rugged islands and azure waters.”

And in the air above us, glowing islands did indeed take shape. Their cliffs were raw and steep, waves breaking at their base, small towns cascading down the hills replete with colonnaded temples and windmills upon the ridges.

“Khalistria rules this realm, and is one of Lilith’s most favored servants. You shall have to defeat her to gain access to her portal, and there pass on to Carcosa, a city claimed by the predatory jungle.”

A line of light arose from Aegeria to flow over to a new land, one smothered by tropical forest, from whose center arose tumbled ziggurats wreathed in vines.

“There Yllindriel shall greet you, Yllindriel whose gaze can level armies and whose figure can break their will and compel them to come crawling to lap at her feet. Jevenna dwells there still, I believe, though she is much… changed. That portal, in turn, shall lead you to the frigid climes of Matterlar.”

A new line of light arose from the jungle realm to spear north, to a realm that resolved itself into jagged peaks wreathed in snow. 

“In dread Matterlar you shall defy the idiot savant Merrowith, that blind and floating child whose thoughts can level mountains. I’m sure he’ll treat your transgressions with leniency.”

Titters floated forth from the crowd behind us.

“Merrowith’s portal shall lead you on to ancient Byzul, where the sands of time are made literal and have claimed the wondrous civilization that once ruled those dunes. Aeranthatos rules those toppled pillars and sand-smothered pyramids, his mind alien even to the betheliim, his magic nearly rivaling that of Lilith herself. It is there, I fear, that you shall suffer your gravest losses. It was there that Obui’s journey came to an end.”

I watched with dread as another line of light arched out, landing in a realm of craggy red mesas looming over an endless desert. The cliffsides were marked by vast portals leading into dark interiors. 

“Finally, should you somehow press past that perilous land, you shall come to the chthonic land of Tantaghrast. Of that final realm that once belonged to the mighty Servitors of the Source, I shall not speak, but there you shall find the Fulcrum, and with it the ability to pass on to Malkuth.”

“Five realms,” said Emma. “Why’s it always got to be five?”

“Would you rather it be ten, sweet child?” Morgana’s voice was that of a mature woman compared to Emma’s whisper, and I felt my companion recoil, pressing herself closer to me. “Each of the mentioned realms abuts its predecessor and successor, but no other; the portal in Aegeria can lead you to Carcosa and nowhere else. Once you begin your journey, you must see it through to its end. Unless, of course, you see fit to throw yourself upon my mercy.”

The dagger in her hand shimmered, transforming into a circlet of black iron the size of her palm. Its circumference was marked by iron thorns, its interior crossed by slender bars. 

“You may disdain this offer now, Noah Kilmartin,” said Morgana, staring down at me knowingly. “But perhaps you’ll find reason to use it while battling Aeranthatos. Perhaps you shall be glad to escape after suffering grave losses in Matterlar. Who can say? But I urge you to keep it close, and when you find yourself without a choice in the matter, break off a thorn and plant it in the ground. This shall open a portal back to my palace, where you shall find healing, respite, and solace. But recall that your doing so will indicate your acceptance of my terms, in the name of your Source.”

With that she tossed it down to me, the iron circlet spinning. I snatched it out of the sky without looking away from her heavy-lidded gaze. Its surface was slick, its metal surprisingly cold. 

“It has been a singular honor to host your company,” said Emelias, drawing himself up imperiously as he regarded me. “I know you have disdained my company, but I cannot fault you for your biases. All must bow in the direction of their idols. When next we meet, I hope you shall have more reason to be grateful for my largesse.”

I winked at Emelias. “Cheers, buddy. Thanks for the pool.”

Then, seized by an impulse, I rose into the air again on the wings of Manipura, and turned to address the assembled crowd. 

“I pity you,” I said, pitching my voice to carry. “All you devotees of Lilith, with your perversions and cruelty. You think yourselves masterful, intimidating, the best the universe has to offer. But when I look at you, I see fear. I see boredom. I see children playing at dress-up, hoping to earn a pat from their absent mother. Well, I say this to you - your time has come. I and mine are headed to Malkuth. We’re going to put Lilith down like a rabid dog, then your world will fall about your ears. And I know you’ll laugh and tell yourselves that others before me have failed, and that I’ll fail again. But in your hearts, you know I’m different.”

I revolved slowly, staring at the crowd, daring any of them to meet my gaze. In the eyes of the few who did, I saw malice and hatred, but most refused to raise their faces.

“In your hearts you know I am your end. So, laugh and giggle after I am gone. Comfort yourselves with lies. But you’ll know that your time has come, and when Lilith falls, the whole universe will howl for your blood; no rock will shield you, no hole will hide you. The Source itself will scour your wretchedness out of existence.”

My words hung in the air, silencing even the drums, and the power of the Source swelled within me, making me an arbiter of truth and justice.

Two spots of color had appeared high on Alusz’s cheeks, and she was seated stiffly now in her throne.

Then the silence was broken by languid applause, and I turned to stare down at the wicked smile of Morgana.

“Oh, very nicely done. You remind me of Pelleas, a little; that self-assurance, that sublime arrogance, that inability to believe in any other outcome but complete success. But where is Pelleas now, gold-haired and noble? And while I may tell you lies by the dozen, Noah, I swear on my devotion to my lady on this: Pelleas was a better man in every way than you are, and even he was broken upon my lady’s wheel at the end, and howled for mercy, begged for her favor, and devoted his life to her cause.”

Her words were like barbs being pushed into my flesh. 

“Boast as you will. Make your idle promises. But your journey through Gharab shall change the tenor of your words. As you lose your companions, so shall you lose your assurance. As you suffer at the hands of Lilith’s greatest champions, so shall your arrogance be broken. And when you finally bend the knee, when all that remains is a shadow of your former self, then shall your words come back to haunt you; only then will you begin to pay the full price for your wretched temerity.”

All of this was spoken without spite, without hatred, without ardor. Instead, Morgana said these words to me in a gently chiding tone, which was somehow infinitely worse, making it impossible to respond without sounding childish.

Great resentment arose within me; of how our travails had been manipulated and controlled thus far, the hoops we’d been forced to jump through, the trials, the tests, the manifold. I felt in that moment like a thoroughbred show horse, resplendent and grand but being put through his paces. Forced to trot to a master’s tune, a servant for all his dignity and power. 

Morgana’s smile remained, an eyebrow raised. No doubt she expected my rebuttal, for my continuation of our little verbal duel.

But no. 

I would not play this game.

As I raised my gaze to the realms that hung in the air above us, I vowed to not play the next one, either. 

There had to be a way to wrest control from Morgana, to forge our own destiny, our own path.

I didn’t see it yet, but even if there wasn’t one, I’d create a way.

“We are ready to proceed,” I said, my voice ringing with steely resolve. “Open your portal, Morgana.”

“Very well, oh noble Savior.” An expression of consideration flittered across her face as she picked up on my resolve; she could read my mind, I knew - was she doing so right now?

It didn’t matter.

If you can hear me, I thought, then know that I will cut that beautiful head from your shoulders before we are done.

The corners of her eyes crinkled in what might have been amusement; then she gestured, and a portal swirled into being before us, two yards tall and shimmering blue.

“Your journey begins in Aegeria,” she intoned, voice formal. “Your foes shall be numerous, the temptations great. Let us witness the mettle of the final Savior and his companions. The fate of the universe hangs in the balance. And remember, you have two weeks in which to reach the Fulcrum. Thereafter it shall be forever lost to you.”

My hand on Shard’s pommel, I shifted the weight of the pack on my shoulder and marched forward. 

Neveah, I thought as I drew closer to the swirling blue light, find your way to us. Find us in Aegeria.

The sensation of displacement was familiar; the feeling of falling from a great height, the urge to scream - then I stepped out into a completely different world.

Gone was the gloomy hall, the clouds of swirling incense, the ranks of armored Morathi, the sense of ponderous darkness and oppressive hatred.

I stepped out onto the top of a ruined tower, whose blocks of stone were like bleached bone. Along the inside of what remained of the walls ran a mural of colored stones, depicting men and women in crimson robes leaping amongst bulls. 

The sun was brilliant overhead, a great burnished coin in an otherwise empty sky that felt as vast as it was depthless blue. A warm wind blew past me, bringing with it the scent of sunbaked stone, hints of wild oregano, of sere wood and, above it all, the tang of the ocean.

Marveling and glorying in the baking heat, I moved to the edge of the square tower to peer at the land beyond.

The vista was stunning.

The tower arose from a peak, below which the land tumbled down to a horizon-spanning ocean of azure. We were on an island. Everywhere I looked I saw signs of age, from the wizened olive trees to the rounded, deeply fissured crags. The ground was arid beneath the cypress and yew trees, whose dark green canopies were in sharp contrast to the sandy ground and exposed rock.

The ocean was stunningly beautiful, the water so clear I could make out the rocky seabed around the coast below. That clarity deepened to a seafoam green that fairly glowed before darkening to azure and finally a deep, forbidding cerulean blue out away from land. There, the waves were sharp and serried, harrying the longships with great square sails that plied their path through that wine-dark sea.

Many of them, I noticed, made their way toward a point on our island’s coast just around the corner of the tower. My companions were coming through, each in turn, but I crossed the stone floor to the far wall and there peered down at another side of the coast.

A glorious settlement cascaded from the steep rocky side like a spill of white cubes, the rooftops flat and at times covered in wooden arbors, the streets winding and narrow. Always steeply descending down, down to the broad harbor, where a dozen more ships were anchored and a score more fishing vessels bobbed beyond. 

“It’s beautiful,” said Emma, moving up beside me. “Oh god, they’ve finally sent us somewhere beautiful.”

“This sun,” said Brielle, turning to open her arms and raise her face to the heavens. “Oh, blast me, burn me, scour away the stink and damp of Ur-Gharab and Tagimron and Ghogiel forever.”

“A land I could live in,” said Valeria, moving to stand on my other side, resting her hands on the bleached white blocks of the ruined wall. “That ocean. Do you think if I leaped out far enough, I could dive all the way down into that harbor?”

“Look,” said Emma. She pointed to the top of the town, where a great colonnaded building stood, before which arose a bronze statue of a man in armor. “A temple?”

“Sorry, not interested,” said Brielle. She shucked her pack, dropping it on the ground, and unfastened her traveling cloak so it puddled about her feet. “I’ve not seen the sun outside the manifold in far too long. I just need a moment.”

Imogen, I saw, had retreated into what little shade a rising corner of the tower provided, and there was quickly divesting herself of pack and cloak as well. Yet where Brielle looked beatified, she looked miserable, and I could quickly see why - her black, form-covering uniform had to be stifling in this heat. 

“I’ll do a quick circuit of the perimeter,” said Valeria, unshouldering Lizbeth’s crossbow and setting a bolt in the central groove. “Be a pity to die due to an overwhelming need to sunbathe.”

“Mock all you want,” said Brielle, eyes still closed. She gathered her flaming hair into a ponytail and tied it off with a thong. “But this is a priority.”

“It doesn’t have the appearance of a Lilith stronghold,” said Little Meow, slowly circling the tower-top and peering over the remnants of the wall as she went. “Lilith is rarely subtle. The land reflects her corruption. This seems…”

“Idyllic,” said Emma. “Like the Greek islands back home. What were they called, Noah?”

“The Cyclades,” I said.

“Yeah. Remember Michael’s obsession with the Odyssey back in high school? What was that movie he loved? The one about diving?”

“The Big Blue,” I said, conflicted feelings arising within my chest. “He never made it to Greece.”

“No,” agreed Emma, voice sad. “He’d love to see this though.”

“He’d miss his motorbike,” I said. Turning to her, a smile came to my lips. “Remember? He wanted to go from island to island, just driving around on his bike, living off ouzo and octopus.”

“Yeah. I was supposed to go with him.” Emma sighed and brushed her fingertips across the rounded top of the ruined wall. “Old dreams. Another world.”

Valeria peered down a stairway that led into darkness below. “Imogen? Want to give me some backup?”

“Gladly,” said Imogen, moving to follow Valeria below.

“Should we go with them?” asked Emma. “You know, not split up the party?”

“It’s all clear!” came Valeria’s shout from below. “An abandoned home. Yard outside. No sign of life. Looks like it’s been abandoned for some time.”

“Guess not,” I said. I untied my cloak, folded it over my arm, then tossed it over my pack. “Goddamn, the sun feels good.”

“After years spent in Tagimron?” Little Meow finally reached where we stood and removed her cloak as well. “Where everything was darkness, rust, and nightmarishly cramped quarters? I feel almost agoraphobic. The sky’s so… vast.”

“I’m communing with nature over here,” said Brielle. “Can you all go chatter somewhere else? This is as good as life will get for the next few months, easy.”

“Why does it seem Brielle would have spent her whole life lounging by five-star hotel swimming pools back home?” asked Emma.

“Because she’s a fucking princess?” I grinned. “She’d have taken some time out for spas and flying around the world in a private jet, though.”

“You are both insufferable, beneath me, and not worthy of my attention,” said Brielle. Her hair glimmered in the sunlight as if embers burned in its depths, and her pale, freckled skin was drinking up the heat. “Fortunately, the sun has placed me in a generous frame of mind. I shan’t order your heads cut off.”

“Best princess ever,” I said.

Little Meow giggled, placing a hand over her mask’s mouth. 

Valeria came back upstairs, the crossbow propped over one shoulder. “Place is empty. There’s an old road running down to that settlement, but it’s washed out and carved deep with ruts. If we set watch on this roof, we could make this a fairly defensible location.”

I turned slowly, taking in the immediate environs. We were on a peak, but not the only one on the island; a narrow range, a sort of spine, extended along the center of the island, cutting through with passes and steep valleys. Our peak was the last of that range, isolated and eroded by time, with a peerless view of the harbor and most of the island’s coast. 

“Surprised this has been abandoned,” I said.

“There’s what looks like some abandoned fields just off the road,” said Imogen, who’d chosen to remain in the shadowed stairwell. “Looks like mostly dust and the desiccated remains of a vine. Maybe the crops failed.”

“Hard to say,” said Valeria, “but for once at least we’ve not been portaled into a fight.”

“By the Source, don’t remind me of Ghogiel,” said Brielle, drifting over to a lower segment of the wall and there leaning back on her elbows, head tilted toward the sun. “We arrived right in the middle of a pack of Gray Mongrels.”

I began to pace. “We’ve got to change this up, guys.”

“Change what up?” asked Imogen, smoothing her black skirt out over her knees as she sat on the third-highest step. 

“Everything. We’ve been allowing ourselves to be guided, told where to go, what to do, and when. Pass five trials. Go to this tower. Pass these five tests. Now we must go through five realms, fighting our way through increasingly difficult odds to get to the Fulcrum.”

“Yeah?” said Valeria, arching an eyebrow. “But what choice do we have?”

“Remember what Isossa said?” I asked, turning to face her. “We always have a choice, and that’s our power. We just think we don’t.”

“I don’t get it,” said Emma. “I mean, I understand your frustration, but we have to get to the Fulcrum. And the realm we’re in only connects to the next, and so forth, like a chain. Right? So what choice do we have but to fight our way through it?”

“I don’t know. But there must be a choice. A way to take control. We’ve been too passive up to this point. Too willing to play the enemy’s game. Jump through the hoops and suffer for it. You saw how smug Morgana and Emelias were. They fully expect us to get fucked and come crawling back to them with her escape portal. And each time we do, we’ll be weaker, more desperate, more open to corruption.”

My companions considered my words in silence. 

“So no, I don’t have an answer right now,” I said. “But I want us to all keep an eye out. A way to change things up. To take control of this process.”

“But what would that even look like?” asked Emma. “None of the sanskaras allow for teleportation, right Imogen?”

“Hexenmagic does,” said Imogen quietly. “But I believe its range is limited. We’d not be able to transport ourselves across realms. So, no. Our magic won’t do it.”

“Like I said, I don’t know yet what it will look like. But I just want you all to adopt a certain frame of mind, a way of looking at the world. I want you searching for advantages or a means to free ourselves from this manipulation we’re always working under.”

“Fair enough,” said Brielle. “I resent being toyed with as much as any other. If we see an opportunity to take control? I’m all for taking it.”

“In the meantime,” said Valeria, staring down at the settlement, “what’s our plan?”

I moved to stand beside her. “We need to find this Khalistria. Looks like we’re on one island of many. She might be down in that temple, or maybe on another island. Either way, we need to find out. And I want to find out now.”

“Now?” asked Brielle, finally cracking open her eyes to stare at me reprovingly. “Can’t we just enjoy this sun in peace and quiet for ten minutes?”

“Now,” I said, slinging my pack over my shoulder. “We’ve had enough downtime these past few days. Now it’s time to get to work. Let me reach out to Neveah, and we can get going.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen, rising and dusting herself off. “The sooner we leave for cooler climes, the better.”

I sat, back against the wall, and closed my eyes. Dropping into my reservoir effortlessly, I oriented on Neveah’s portal. I willed it to open and floated to its aperture, peering inside.

There was the same morass of corruption, like the cancerous innards of a rotting toad. Neveah hovered as always, hanging in her fetal shape, Morghothilim plunged through her chest. 

The sight sent a stab of remorse through me, but I put my emotions aside.

Neveah, I pulsed at her, sending my words like a missive across time and space. Can you hear me?

I waited, giving it a few minutes. Then I backed away, allowed the aperture to close, and opened my eyes.

“Nothing,” I said.

“How is she going to follow us here?” asked Emma.

“I’ve only known Neveah a short while,” said Little Meow. “But something tells me she’ll find a way.”

“Agreed,” I said. “If anybody’s capable of fending for herself, it’s her. We’ll just have to trust that she’ll keep pace. Speaking of which - time to go.”

In short order we filed down the stairway, entering the blessedly cool darkness of the house. It was little more than four walls. The ground was made of great paving stones, the rafters hung with withered garlands of garlic. 

Back out into the brilliant sunshine, we paused only for Imogen to check the environs with her geomancy before nodding the all-clear.

The further we walked, the more we sought to roll up sleeves, bundle up cloaks and store them in our packs, and open our tunics at the neck. The wool that had protected us so in the dank depths of Tagimron now weighed down on me, scratchy and oppressive. The urge to go bare-chested was strong, but I ignored the discomfort and led the way.

The road was indeed a rutted ruin, a gulley carved down its center by previous rains. But the countryside was a delight; crickets whirred and leaped from underfoot, and hawks hovered high above as if pinned to the sky. The countryside beguiled the eye with hollows, glades surrounded by wildflowers, tumbling drops, and the ever-present whisper of the ocean dashing itself against the white cliffs below. 

The others picked up on my intensity and walked in silence, their attitudes wary. I found myself counting on Neveah to be scouting ahead of us, or shadowing our flanks, and had to keep telling myself she wasn’t there - we weren’t defended by her vigilance. Each time, I felt a pang of loss.

Our descent was swift, curling along the coast toward the settlement. It disappeared behind the curvature of the island, only to finally reveal itself once more as we crested a promontory and stopped, the ocean at last directly below us. 

“I want to retire here,” said Emma. “Once we’re done saving the universe. Can we do that? Get a little house, run a winery or something?”

The settlement descended the mountain slope to a bay, whose central channel was dark but otherwise shallow and inviting. The waters revealing the rocky floor with startling clarity; the bright blue hues of the sea, aquamarine to seafoam green, were gorgeous. The whole coastline invited exploration, from the various fissures and cave entrances, to the narrow beaches of dark honeyed sand that were hidden like gems in alcoves secreted amongst the cliffs.

“Anybody else feel like diving down into that water?” asked Valeria, wiping at her brow. 

“That’s a thirty, maybe fifty-yard drop,” said Emma.

“Yeah?” Valeria grinned at her.

“Just… saying. So - no? I’d be happy to climb down to that little beach, though.”

“When we’re done,” I said. “For now, we keep going.”

“Noah’s going to become very unpopular with the masses if he keeps up this no-fun attitude,” said Brielle from the back of the group. 

I snorted, pressing on.

The road followed the coastline, and we passed the ancient remains of a watch-fire set upon a leveled boulder. The slender tower was abandoned; weeds and lichen grew over the set logs. 

“Nothing to watch for, I guess, now that Lilith’s won,” said Little Meow quietly while we passed it by.

“Let’s take a moment to observe,” said Valeria as we crested the final rise before the road descended to the waterline and then on to the town. “No rush to run in.”

Down the road went, impossibly steep at times, to finally level out just above a long spit of rocky beach that curled around to the first narrow pier of the city. The stone docks were burnished by the sun; wooden steps lowered to wharves, and floating platforms rocked with the sedate tide. Palms rose here and there, their heads crowned with golden and green glory, while richly dyed cloths of blue and purple were draped over pergolas set before white-washed buildings. There wasn’t a clear demarcation between the docks and the lower stretches of the city; I saw squares abutting the docks, streets leading right down to them, a few paved, most of the just of sandy dirt.

The bay bustled with activity. A large galley was being unloaded off the main stone pier; a score of men wrestled crates onto carts hitched to oxen; a complex crane built entirely of wood was swinging a net filled with boxes out over the water onto the loading area. 

The people were dressed in tunics that ended mid-thigh; all had heads of dark curly hair, skin tanned nut-brown by the sun, and feet sandaled. Most of the tunics were white, but a few were dyed richer colors. Some sort of social order began to present itself as we drew closer; dock masters giving commands, sailors moving indolently despite being berated, old, grizzled sailors mending nets before their cockle boats.

The buildings were hard to tell apart; all were cubical or rectangular, with identical flat ceilings, some with bands of blue painted around their bases or with blue shutters. Here and there, a pergola was built atop a building, or two were joined by a bridge. Splashes of purple were present where flowering vines grew across facades, great orange canvases were stretched across small squares, and columns held up the tiled roofs of shrines. 

“We’ll stand out,” said Valeria quietly as she stood by my side. “We going to try and come up with a cover story?”

“The universe is awash in refugees,” said Little Meow. “We could go with the most obvious.”

“Agreed,” I said. “They’ve been conquered. They know what’s up. We’ll draw notice, but less if we seem honest.”

“Anybody see anything concerning?” asked Imogen, pushing her glasses up her snub nose as she peered down. “It seems pretty quiet to me.”

“Agreed,” said Valeria. “Little by the way of military presence. No walls, only a few patrols.”

“No obvious signs of cruelty, either,” said Emma. “No bodies hanging from scaffolds, no stocks or whipping posts.”

“Looks… kind of idyllic,” said Brielle. “Which is very concerning.”

I adjusted my pack, moving back to the road. “Yes. That just means the corruption is under the surface. This Khalistria has to be fucking with the islands somehow.”

“One way to find out,” said Brielle. “We ready to descend?”

“Ready,” said Little Meow.

“If we get separated or if trouble breaks out, the building we arrived in is our gathering point. Head back there if the town turns hostile,” said Valeria.

“Then let's go,” I said, and led the way down.

The surf pounded up the beach then withdrew, leaving foam to sink into the rough sand. I walked just above the waterline, enjoying the salt tang in the air, and stopped first before the pier where two men were folding nets into their cockle boat. One noticed our approach, tapping the other’s elbow, and both turned, wiping hands on their hips as they considered our group.

Father and son, I reckoned, or something similar. They had marked noses like eagles, dark hair lightened here and there, bronzed by the sun. Their bodies were hard and made healthy by a life spent wrestling the sea, and their expressions were closed, suspicious.

“Greetings,” I said, spreading my arms out in what I hoped was a universal gesture of peaceful intentions. “We’re not from here. Mind answering a few questions?”

The older man, beard grizzled though his hair remained dark, placed his hands on his hips, and raised his chin. “What questions?”

His son was desperately trying not to gape at my companions. I couldn’t blame him. 

“What’s the name of this town?” I asked.

“Elleria.”

Not the talkative type, then.

“Elleria friendly to peaceful strangers?”

“Those with coin, sure. There’s little patience for those who can’t pay their way.”

Shit. 

“We can pay our way,” I lied smoothly. “Who rules Elleria? Are there any laws we should be aware of, to stay out of trouble?”

The older man scratched at his beard. “A proposition. My son, Karios, will act as your guide for the day.”

“I will?” asked the youth, his voice nearly breaking. Then he tried again, deliberately deepening his tone. “I will?”

“But it will cost you. Thirty darakas, paid up front.”

“Thirty…” Karios’s eyebrows went up higher, but he took control of himself, crossing his arms and staring at us with what he obviously thought was the same toughness as his father. “That’s right. Thirty darakas. Up front.”

I saw the father’s jaw tighten a fraction in annoyance, and restrained a grin.

“We don’t have darakas, being from far away, but I think we have something else you might appreciate.” I turned to my companions, hoping that someone had something they could offer. “Right?”

“Here,” said Little Meow, bringing her pack around and rooting around inside to draw forth a small bead of gold. “This might suffice.”

I took it from her with a grateful smile, then walked up to the pier proper, where I held up the bead between thumb and forefinger. “We good?”

The father frowned down at the bead, his son’s eyes widening comically again. 

“We’re good,” I guessed, extending the bead to drop it into the heavily-calloused father’s hand. “Karios? I’m Noah. My friends: Valeria, Imogen, Emma, Brielle, and Little Meow.”

“Little Meow?” Karios blinked. “I mean, yes, hello. Welcome to Elleria. I’ll… should I take them into town now?”

“You expect them to wait while we fold nets, boy?” His father placed the bead in a belt pouch. “And send your cousin to help me finish.”

“Right,” said Karios, and hopped down off the pier onto the sand with a wide smile. “Welcome to Elleria! Come, are you hungry? Mrakina serves the best food in town if you are.”

“We’re hungry,” I said, turning to check with my companions, all of whom nodded. “What is Mrakina’s?”

“My cousin’s place, close to the dock.” Karios led us along the sand, almost walking backward as he spoke. “But don’t think I’m taking you there because she’s my cousin! She serves the best blackened lamb, and her lentil soup is…” He gave a chef’s kiss and grinned. “And her wine! She imports white wine from Karyakitios itself! I’ve never tried a sip myself, but from the faces of the sea captains who order a bottle, it must be like sweet manna from the gods itself!”

“Mrakina’s it is,” said Brielle with a tone of utter finality.

“Good! Never explore a new city on an empty stomach is my number one rule,” said Karios. “You will not regret it.”

Valeria’s smile was wry. “How many new cities have you explored, Karios?”

“Me?” He looked genuinely surprised. “Oh - none. But it’s still my number one rule.” His grin was irrepressible. “However, one day? I shall sign up with my uncle’s trading galley, the Vasatos, and see all the islands. From grand Karyakitios to distant Anefeli, the last island before the endless horizon. And believe you me, I shall observe my number one rule at every port we stop in!”

We’d passed a number of tiny piers then left the sandy beach as Karios led us up a set of stone steps to the docks. 

I was on high alert, taking in the people, the doorways, the rooftops. At any moment I expected enemies to appear or a guard patrol to challenge us - danger to manifest and the pain to begin.

But Karios led us confidently along the docks, greeting folks and puffing up with importance as everybody glanced from him, to us, and back again. An older man stepped up, chewing on a slender pipe.

“What’s this, Karios? Who are your new friends?”

“Alas, respected Markos, I cannot stop and explain. I am being paid for my time. But my father no doubt can buy you a cup of wine if you find him and ask!”

At that we passed, leaving a trail of curious looks in our wake, to stop before one of the cube-shaped buildings that abutted the harbor. Its doorway was open, with bunches of brightly colored flowers growing from window boxes set before the painted shutters. Bees hummed overhead as they dipped into more flowers that hung from the flat roof’s edge, and the chatter of conversation greeted us as we followed Karios into a large, high-ceilinged room.

After the sheer intensity of the sunlight, the interior appeared gloomy, but that was an illusion that a few seconds of adjustment dispelled. Large windows allowed light to spill over the simple tables set in the front half of the room; the back was dominated by a bar set across two large barrels, a wall of shelved goods behind that. Bunches of flowers hung from the rafters, along with strings of onions, garlic, and dried herbs. A small fire flickered within a protruding chimney, inside which spits of meat were roasting to a warm, honeyed glaze. 

A half-dozen men and women were seated within, many half-turned to take in the other tables, giving the place a convivial air. Nobody stood behind the bar, but a young woman arose from one of the tables to approach us, a flicker of concern passing across her features before she smiled warmly. 

“Welcome, strangers! And you, Karios! Shouldn’t you be fixing nets with your father?”

“Mrakina, lay off! I’m being paid thirty darakas to show these strangers around. This is Noah, and Brielle, Valeria, Imogen, Emma, and Little Meow.”

“I see.” Mrakina was short and curvy, her face broad and clearly given to smiling. Curly black hair fell over her shoulders, spilling down her back. “Well, in that case, welcome to Elleria. Can I offer you some lunch?”

“Thank you,” I said, aware of how everybody was studying me and my friends. “And a table out of the way would be great.”

“Of course. Come.” She led us to a trestle table in the corner, setting a pot of flowers in its center. As we sat, she placed clay cups before us, which she filled with water. “Food? Drink?”

“Noah, may I order for the table?” Karios had remained standing. “I promise to not spend your money casually.”

“Go for it,” I said.

“In which case, we’ll have five platters of blackened lamb, with your tomato salad, a large pot of lentils, grilled vegetables, and - wine?”

He glanced at me uncertainly. 

“No wine,” I said. “Perhaps next time.”

“Ah, well.” He turned to Mrakina. “Thank you.”

“Payment first,” she said. “No offense.”

“None taken,” I said, and half-turned to Little Meow again. 

She held another tiny bead out in her palm. “I’ve only gold. Can you…”

The doorway darkened as two figures stepped into the tavern. I glanced over reflexively and tensed.

Two Morathi stood in the doorway, their pallid skin burnished by the sun, each doffing a wide-brimmed hat as they surveyed those gathered within.

“Ah,” said the first, a looming giant with an eyepatch of gold. “There they are.” 

 

Chapter 9

 

 

 

The gathered locals froze where they sat, conversation cutting off as if severed by a knife. Mrakina grasped her skirt with both hands, knuckles turning white, though she forced a smile.

“My lords, welcome, I -”

The giant raised a palm, cutting her off without even glancing at her. Runes were tattooed across his palm, creeping around the back of his hand and disappearing up the hem of his sleeve. They seemed to writhe, as if they were in truth dark worms which had burrowed just beneath the surface of his skin. 

His companion wore a white cloth over his eyes; though dressed in the same dark, military garb, he had the air of an ascetic. He was a reed beside the ruinous size of his companion, sloop-shouldered and pigeon-chested. But something about his utter self-control, the way he seemed to drain the energy of the room like a vortex, made me believe he was the more dangerous of the pair.

I rose to my feet. 

The giant had a face like a granite cliff. He reminded me of the leader of the War Dogs back in Valeria’s manifold trial - what had been his name? The same obdurate strength, the same unyielding brutality. 

“Word was sent that a Savior was in town,” said the giant, the rasp of his voice that of a lifelong smoker. “A puling piglet of a youth. Who chose his companions for their comely faces and fuckable tits. Ah, to think the Source has come to this.”

One by one, my companions stood, their expressions grim. 

“What’s your name?” I asked.

The man drew up short, brows lowering. “I’ll ask the questions here.”

I drew Shard, sending a pulse of power flowing down its length. Its blade flared painfully bright, causing stark shadows to stream from behind every object. “Your name, buddy.”

The giant glanced askance at his silent companion, then stood tall. “Verlech Jaselle, third Warden of Elleria, Primus of Saer, bearer of the Viridian Ember, and master of Astaroth.”

“Too long for your tombstone,” I said, rolling my head from one side to the other, eliciting a series of pops. “We’ll just write: Here lies Verlech. He was an asshole.”

The giant’s face darkened in anger, and he clenched both fists so tightly I heard the knuckles crack. A palpable wave of magic pulsed out from him, its energy crackling, tasting of ozone. “Cute. You’re to come with us. Khalistria was warned of your arrival.”

“Yeah?” I propped Shard on my shoulder. “Thanks, Morgana. And if we say no?”

Verlech grinned, showing very large, very white teeth. “Then we get the pleasure of dragging you in by the heels. I do so hope you resist. Right, Mohebeth?”

His buddy remained quiet, hands folded inside the opposite sleeves and out of sight. 

“Confident,” said Valeria. “Apologies, Mrakina. Karios. Everyone. You might want to get outside.”

Karios grabbed Mrakina’s hand and ran toward the back of the tavern. The other patrons scattered, knocking over benches, dropping flagons of wine. In a matter of moments, it was just us and the Morathi.

“There’s a reason we’re confident,” said Verlech, pounding his fist into the other palm. “We’re Wardens. You know how good you must be to make that rank? How much magic you need to master? Of course not. You know nothing.”

Imogen rose from where she’d been surreptitiously kneeling. “Nobody else in the area. Just these two. He’s not joking. They are powerful.”

“Of course we’re powerful -” began Verlech.

“Same formation as before,” said Valeria. “Emma, Little Meow, hang back and handle the healing. Imogen, you and I will hold the center. Noah, Imogen - take the flanks.”

“We can hear you!” bellowed Verlech. “You think we’ll just stand here while you -”

Mohebeth disappeared.

“Harmiel!” cried Imogen. “He’s using Hexenmagic to hide!”

“Wards!” I shouted, and projected my own forth, dumping a truckload of magic into Anahata. The green ward burst to life within my core, and a platinum sphere burst out around me. 

“Harmiel ain’t bad,” said Verlech. “But check out Astaroth.”

And he began to change, to grow. His frame shuddered and rippled; his musculature thickened as his skin grew coarse, taking on a chitinous appearance. 

Emma screamed as Mohebeth appeared within her ward, plunging a serpentine dagger into her neck. 

Chaos descended upon Mrakina’s.

Valeria squeezed off a shot, loosing a bolt which slammed into Verlech’s chest.

Imogen disappeared. 

A split second later, Brielle unleashed a gout of flame that engulfed the still-growing Morathi, turning him into a wavering silhouette within the inferno’s core.

Little Meow let out a cry of alarm and grabbed Emma by the throat, her palm bursting with light as she poured healing into the mortal wound. Mohebeth lashed out at her in turn, his dagger flickering and darting forward like a serpent’s tongue. She parried each thrust with the back of her wrist, deflecting so fast I couldn’t keep track.

Vam Mantra. All creation. First Prism. My magical reserves began to flow torrentially into Muladhara, immediately growing in potency.

Time to act. 

I pointed Shard at Mohebeth and sent a pulse of golden light flashing where he stood. 

He vanished just before the attack would have taken off his head; instead, I cut a curling line clear through the back of the tavern. 

“Watch out!” screamed Brielle.

Verlech appeared beside me. He didn’t move to my side, but just appeared. 

Fucking teleporters.

He’d finished changing. He had a saurian appearance now, his skin heavily scaled a slick green like the hide of a hoary crocodile. He loomed over me, easily eight feet tall, a wall of muscle and chitinous protrusions. His face distended into something demonic, horns backswept and dripping with ichor. 

“Hello,” he growled, and slammed his fist into my ward.

It was like being sucker-punched in the breadbasket; the sheer power behind that blow would have shattered a wall. I stumbled back, heels sliding over the dirt floor, and saw my ward ripple and distend beneath the attack. 

Verlech disappeared.

Instead, Mohebeth appeared beside me, having penetrated my ward as well. His dagger swept across the back of my heel, cutting through my Achilles tendon. With utter clarity, I felt my calf muscle spring up the back of my leg like a roller shade violently retracting. 

His pale eyes flicked up to meet my own, and though his face remained as expressionless as that of a corpse, I could have sworn I sensed him grinning with delight deep within his wormy soul.

Then he was gone.

I collapsed onto my side, seeing that Verlech had appeared in the far corner of the tavern. Emma was sinking to her knees, held up by Little Meow’s impossibly strong grip. Valeria and Brielle were orienting on Verlech just as he cracked open his maw and virulent purple fire came gushing forth.

“Balefire!” screamed Little Meow, and stepped before Emma to interpose herself between the wounded and the attack. 

Valeria and Brielle both turned away, raising their arms, and the purple fire washed over them both, deflected by their wards. 

I had to get a grip on this fight.

My right leg was nothing but hellish agony, but I compartmentalized the pain. Hanging tightly to the Vam Mantra, I poured Manipura into my leg, fortifying it and dulling the sensation. 

All creation before me.

Manipura lifted me up, and with it I hurled myself at Verlech, skimming between Valeria and Brielle. It was like flying into a hurricane-force wind. 

The balefire blanked out the world in neon purple. But it was clearly no ordinary attack - my ward immediately began to degrade, growing thinner as the balefire consumed its substance. 

I gritted my teeth and pushed harder against the attacking, my progress slowing the closer I got. There seemed to be no end to Verlech’s onslaught. I couldn’t make out anything over the fire that engulfed me. 

The sheer amount of magic it was taking to keep my ward up was stunning. I activated the Second Prism, splitting my streams of refined magic, braiding them into distinct flows. I was able to keep Manipura and Anahata going at once, but even so, it was like pouring a bucket into an abyss. 

I wasn’t going to be able to power my way through the attack.

Then the attack cut off. 

I flew forward, the sudden lack of resistance surprising me, only to pull up short at the last second. I saw Imogen standing on a stool beside Verlech, who was toppling over onto his side, his temple a blackened crater where she’d just unleashed a full blast of her levenbolt at point-blank range. 

I went to thank her, to say something, but Mohebeth appeared by her side, his blade flashing toward her neck.

Imogen disappeared. 

I hurled my primed blast of Shard’s golden fire at the Morathi, but he disappeared just before I hit.

Then Verlech began to rise to his feet. Blood was pouring from the corners of his eyes, rivulets running down his leather cheeks, smoke rising from his scorched head.

Fuck. He hadn’t been lying. 

A crossbow bolt slammed into his left eye. He plucked it free and hurled it away without flinching. 

Brielle was moving out wide to get an angle of attack on him.

Imogen and Mohebeth flickered into view off to my side, exchanging blows, then both disappeared.

I swept Shard about me in a series of slashing cuts. “You picked the wrong fucking piglet of a youth to pick on, asshole.”

Verlech grinned, his burned hide cracking to reveal raw, red tracery of flesh beneath. “Mewling, three-inch fool.”

I swept Shard down upon him with both hands, seeking to cleave him in twain, but a purple ward sprang up at the last second. Shimmering right before my blade, a cloud of sparks blazed forth like a welder soldering iron. 

“That all you got, Savior?” he asked, voice a rough rasp that did nothing to hide his scorn.

“Gimme a moment,” I grunted. Pain was rolling up my leg in great, mind-numbing waves, and I felt the Vam shuddering and threatening to shatter.

Emma? Was she going to - ?

Focus.

I took a deep breath and bore down with everything I had. I redoubled the amount of power I was pouring into Manipura until I felt that Shard’s hilt would bend beneath the strength of my grip.

Verlech laughed. “You know nothing!” He extended his clawed hand; his ward began to drive me back, coalescing into a square foot of luminous purple, all its strength focused along the line of my blade.

Brielle let out a scream, and a gout of flame poured forth like water from a broken fire hydrant. 

Verlech didn’t even glance her way. His ward swelled out to encompass his flank, and her attack was deflected.

“Let’s make this interesting,” said the huge saurian.

Faster than I could follow, he stepped forth to swing an uppercut under Shard and straight into my gut, claws tearing deep into my stomach, shredding my abdominal wall and plunging into my viscera. 

My whole body went ramrod rigid. It felt as if a sun in a distant galaxy had gone supernova - a galaxy that was my body, but which my mind had flown away from in an instant, like a rocket blasted into the void.

All creation - all creation before -

Shard’s glow began to dull. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. Verlech loomed over me, his grin growing wider as he twisted his fist about, mangling my insides. 

Pain. I was familiar with pain. But this was something else. This was someone pulling the plug on my strength, someone cutting the threads that held me upright, someone pulling out the ground from under me. 

A pain so total and annihilating that I couldn’t even conceive it. The shock so intense it simply froze the world, paralyzed my mind.

Then a hand dropped onto my back, the touch sensed as if from ten miles away, and strength flooded into me.

It was a sweet, soothing strength that quenched the flames of hell, turning the tides of madness. White, luminous energy emanated, before which agony was stilled; it knit my flesh together, drawing my calf muscle back down, healing the wound in my core even as Verlech tore it open anew.

The shock receded but a fraction. Had I not gone through all my recent trials, it wouldn’t have been enough. Had I not battered my mind and soul against the cliffs of torment so many times, I’d still have been undone. 

But a sword had been plunged through my chest. My body had been tortured and tormented to the point of insanity. I’d suffered wounds without count, and found it within me to rise above.

So it was that I was able to center myself, to grimly and with utter resolve pronounce the words that were the foundation upon which I stood:

All creation in a drop of water.

Verlech’s smirk slowly faded as he strained against me. 

A second hand came down upon my back. Emma’s power flooded into me, tinted green in my mind’s eye; the knowledge that she was up, that she was alive, that she was sufficiently healed to provide me with her own energy, was more enlivening than the healing power itself.

All creation before me.

Verlech’s claws flexed, tore, and shredded, but the damage was immediately healed. The pain became distant, masked by the healing balm of Little Meow and Emma’s powers. 

“I’ve fought my way across Ghogiel,” I said, voice implacable. “I’ve killed shoxar. I’ve witnessed betheliim in flight. I destroyed an ur-grouth single-handed. I’ve led armies. I’ve faced my worst fears. I’ve been killed by a woman I loved and brought back to life by another. Within me resides the Source.”

With each word, Shard’s energy blazed brighter. With each word, its edge cleaved deeper into Verlech’s ward. 

“I love and am loved in turn,” I said, the pain finally falling away altogether. “You are nothing to me, Verlech Jaselle, third Warden of Elleria. For I am the tenth Savior, and all who worship Lilith must fall before me.”

With a cry, I cut through the last of his ward, slicing through his arm and cleaving through his torso, shearing him from one shoulder to the opposite hip.

Blood sprayed. The cut was so fine, so precise, that the upper part of his torso remained affixed to the lower for a second before sliding away and collapsing in a torrent of gore.

His arm hung from the hole in my gut for a moment, then its own weight tore it free. The moment it fell away, Emma and Little Meow’s healing power closed the wound in my stomach, knitting the muscle, restoring my organs. The sensation burned and itched as if a million fire ants swarmed within me; then it was gone, and I turned to look for Imogen.

She was invisible, but I could sense her, feeling her off to the left side of the room, stalking along the wall.

I glanced over my shoulder. Emma looked a fright, her front drenched in blood, neck a bloody bruise, eyes sunken hollows, skin as pale as a Morathi’s. But she gave a thumb’s up, and with obvious effort restored her ward .

“Don’t bother,” I said, turning back to survey the room. “Mohebeth can pierce wards. Save your energy.”

“Where is he?” demanded Brielle, picking her way over flaming wreckage to rejoin us. “I can’t see the bastard!”

“Just relax,” said Valeria. “When you can’t see an enemy, it’s best to just wait, to unfocus, and be ready to react the moment he appears.”

“Great advice,” said Brielle. “Fantastic. Utterly brilliant. Wake me up when he appears.”

Valeria grimaced, loading another bolt. “That or you could just fill the room with fire and flush him out.”

“Now we’re talking,” said Brielle, and extended her palm. “Watch out, Imogen!”

With a roar, the tavern filled with fire. Brielle raked her palm back and forth, causing billowing gouts of flame to pour over the walls, into the corners, under the already burning tables, and over the small bar at the back of the room, which collapsed with a crash.

Smoke was filling the spaces between the burning rafters. The walls were rippling with curtains of fire. 

This place wasn’t going to last long.

But it worked - Mohebeth flickered into sight, coughing into his sleeve, just long enough for Valeria to loose a crossbow bolt. It hit him between the shoulder blades, and he let out a scream of pain, his back arching.

And Imogen appeared, a step to his side, loosing a levenbolt right into his face.

The Morathi was lifted off his feet and hurled through the air, lightning prickling over his body, to collide with the burning wall and smash right through.

Ominous creaks and groans sounded as the structure began to sway. 

“Out!” I roared, clasping Emma to my chest with one arm, wrapping the other around Little Meow’s waist, and flying straight toward the archway.

The building groaned again, a deep, dolorous sound like a dying yak, and it all began to go. I put on a burst of speed, stopped sharply just before the door and releasing both of my friends so they could roll free. I reversed my direction, the ceiling and rafters starting to crash down, and flew right where Valeria and Brielle were sprinting in my direction. They vaulted over the wreckage, casting terrified gazes above them.

One chance.

I put everything I had into my ward, pushed its platinum perfection out wide, then barreled between Brielle and Valeria. Catching them across the waists, I lifted them straight into the burning inferno that was falling upon us from above.

I heard screams. My ward smashed into the ceiling like a wrecking ball, and with a shattering roar, we burst outside, trailing smoke and flames. 

Up into that perfect cerulean sky, I turned and hovered, both women held easily to my sides through Manipura’s blessing.

Below us, Mrakina’s imploded, walls falling inward to send funnels of sparks and smoke high into the air.

Little Meow and Emma had cleared the blaze, orienting themselves on Mohebeth, who was crawling away.

“Imogen?” asked Brielle, holding onto me and studying the burning ruin below, her voice near-panicked. “Where is she?”

My magic was giving out. I flew down, descending to land before Mohebeth. I was aware of the growing crowd, watching us from the length of the docks, turning out from the other buildings to gape.

Mohebeth looked up, bloodless face burned and charred, the cloth that had fallen from his eyes revealing sightless sockets. He sighed and lowered his brow to the road.

I scanned the burning building, heart rising to my throat, searching, needing to see Imogen - then there she was.

And holy shit.

She was amazing.

A sphere of perfect blue appeared in the center of the blaze, sending an angled rafter toppling aside. She strode forth, her black and white-clad form shimmering with lightning bolts. They played up and down her body, collecting in the hollows of her eyes, her glasses blazing white. 

She moved with utter deliberation, radiating power, braids dancing about her head like living snakes. Her black skirt flared out; she looked like some half-crazed goddess of maids. Her outfit was insane, her power shifting the burning building away as she strode through it. She finally emerged, and stopped before Mohebeth.

Goosebumps ran down my arms. I loved that she could still surprise and amaze the shit out of me.

“Morathi,” she said, voice resonant with power. “Harmiel has run its course. You have failed. In the name of the Source, I end your life.”

“Wait,” whispered the Morathi, raising his face once more. “I can share secrets with you, tell you -”

A bolt of lightning broke from the cloudless sky, splitting the world for an instant into radiant, shocking silver and black, smiting the Morathi in the center of his back. His torso burst asunder, cauterizing flesh even as gobbets of cooked meat were flung forth, annihilating the man before he could get out another word.

“No,” said Imogen, as color returned to my vision. Her ward disappeared, and her braids settled across her shoulders, the lights going out from behind her glasses. “I don’t think so.”

The only sound was the whispering roar of Mrakina’s being consumed by flames.

“Emma?” I turned to where she stood, leaning against Little Meow.

“Good,” she rasped, though the wound in her throat still looked raw and awful. 

“Not true,” said Brielle, striding to her side and slipping under her arm. “We need to get you somewhere safe.”

“Karios!” I turned to the crowd and saw the youth standing pale faced beside Mrakina. “Attend us!”

The boy peeled himself away from his cousin’s side, but she caught his hand at the last moment. Joining him, she moved protectively by his side so they both strode to where I stood.

“Apologies for your tavern,” I said. “We’ll find a way to repay you.”

“You… my tavern…” Mrakina searched for the right words, then snapped her fingers. “It means that much. Who are you?”

Fuck it. The enemy already knew. 

“The tenth Savior,” I said. Immediately whispers of awe and amazement spread through the crowd. “We’re here to defeat Khalistria.”

An older man emerged from the crowd, his face dour, his hair, the hue of iron, shorn close to his scalp. “I am Markos, the harbormaster.” His voice had a grave authority that was at once strangely calming and severe. The kind of man who’d restore order on the deck of a sinking ship. “Be welcome to Elleria, Savior, but you will not find peace here. You have slain the second and third warden. The first remains above in the temple.”

I looked up, along with everyone else, to the colonnaded building at the peak of the town. “Khalistria isn’t here?”

Markos’s eyebrows shot up. “In Elleria? No. She resides in the capital, on the great island of Argossa.”

“How long does it take to sail there?” asked Brielle.

“With a good ship? Three days should see you in its harbor. But you shall face far greater difficulties there than you did here. There are thirty wardens, and then, of course, Khalistria herself.”

“Then we’ll deal with this first warden before resting,” I said, though every cell in my body begged for no more. “Then we’ll rest, regain our strength, and leave in the morning. Harbormaster, can you loan us a ship and a crew to take us to Argossa?”

He rubbed at his jawline. “Whoever helps you will be judged accomplices and slain.”

I smiled. “You assume I will fail.”

“Those who came before you did.”

“I am not like them.” I straightened, ignoring the taut pain in my abused middle, and gazed over the assembled people of the town. More were joining them by the minute. “People of Elleria, I won’t give you a pretty speech. I’m too damn tired, and there’s still a warden to kill. I am the tenth Savior, the last Savior, and I am destined for Malkuth and Lilith herself. Your assistance will be forever remembered by all who worship the Tree of Life. Who here will take my companions to Argossa? We would leave at dawn tomorrow.”

Nobody spoke up. Many exchanged guilty glances and looked away; a few even shuffled their feet in hesitance. At last, a figure shouldered his way to the fore.

It was Karios’s dad.

“Senca!” He glared at where another man with familiar features stood. “Why do you not step forward? Where are your boasts as to your ship’s speed now?”

Senca froze like a deer in headlights.

“I, Khandros, shall help the Savior,” said Karios’s father. He pitched his voice well, and it carried over the crowd. “Why? Why do I risk my family, my livelihood, and my life? Because I still remember life before Lilith. I still remember marching in the Pelagic Legion against the Hemostii on the mainland. Remember those bastards? I almost miss them.”

Scattered laughter sounded.

He turned to me. “My cousin and I will see you to Argossa, Savior. You have my word.”

“I never -” protested Senca, but fell silent when Khandros glared at him.

“Thank you,” I said. “And I pity the Hemostii. You must have given them a hard time of it.”

Khandros grinned. “Not too hard. We never wanted to frighten them away altogether. Or else where would we find sport in the summer?”

Imogen had removed her glasses, and was wiping the remaining lens on her skirt. “What can you tell us of the last warden?”

Khandros grimaced up at the temple. “We see her little. Rassanna, she is called. She communes with Khalistria through daily sacrifice. Has reduced our flocks to nothing in the process.”

“Better our sheep than ourselves,” said Mrakina bitterly.

“Truth,” said Khandros heavily. “Truth. She no doubt is watching us now. Her power lies in seeing every misdeed, hearing every treasonous word.”

“A seer?” asked Imogen, biting her lower lip as she considered. “That would make her a practitioner of Dantalios. The dark mirror of Sahaswara.”

“Best way to fight her?” asked Valeria, who’d lowered herself into a crouch, arms looped over her knees.

“I’m not sure. I mostly just know the name - Dantalios, the art of revealing the hidden. If she’s watching us now, then any attempt at surprise or to plan something complex will fail.”

“How long will it take her to notify Khalistria?” I asked. 

“If she has a life to carve asunder upon her altar?” Khandros shrugged. “Then she is probably doing so now.”

“It’s not as if Morgana hasn’t probably already sent word,” I said. “It’s almost as if she was setting us up to fail.”

“Shocking,” said Brielle wryly.

“Let’s tend to Emma’s neck,” I said. “Little Meow? What needs to be done? How much time do you need?”

“I am… worn out,” said Little Meow, her voice a whisper. “But if I could sleep for an hour or two, and eat something? I could work on her some more. Perhaps by tonight we could be ready.”

“Good deal,” I said. “Khandros? Where could we rest while we heal up?”

“My home is open to you all,” he said loudly, turning and staring pointedly at the crowd. “And let it be known that I, Khandros of Elleria, did risk everything to help the tenth Savior in his time of need.”

“As if you’ll ever let us forget,” said Mrakina.

Khandros snorted with dark amusement. “You know I shan't. Come, Savior. Come this way. Karios, run ahead and warn your mother.”

Karios bobbed his head and raced off.

“Come, Savior. Are you in need of a cart to transport your wounded companion?”

“No,” rasped Emma. “I can walk.”

“Lead on,” I said. “And thank you.”

He clapped a large, calloused hand on my shoulder. “My pleasure. And perhaps your friend has more of those golden beads?”

“Perhaps,” I said, unable to restrain a smile.

His grin was wolfish. “Then we shall continue to understand each other. Come! My home is not far from here. But let us walk slow. My wife will never forgive me if I come rushing up with a Savior without giving her time to prepare.”

“Lead the way,” I said.

 

* * *

 

Khandros’s home was in the poor quarter of town, but remained charming, displaying a rustic beauty that took my breath away. So steep was the slope on which it was built that it was a two-story building in the front but reduced to a single story behind.

Its white-washed sides were peeling, terracotta roof tiles sagging and askew, but a large vine blooming with pink and crimson roses grew around the rough wooden portico that protected the front entrance. Two trellises arched out over the narrow road, which climbed deeply worn stone steps alongside the home; more roses bloomed across the wooden frames. Slender trees bursting with pink blossoms grew here and there, while above the home, a large acacia tree spread its canopy over the rear roof. Its leaves nearly glowed to bronze in the sunlight.

“My home,” said Khandros, spreading his arms and turning to walk backward. “Humble? Yes. But it has been my family’s for countless generations. I climbed these steps when I was a child, just as my father did, and my grandfather before. Just as Karios did not long ago.”

“Lovely,” said Imogen, linking her arm with mine.

And it was. A pot of burning-orange sunflowers was set by the front door, while lavender grew in clumps beside the steps that led past it. The air was redolent with herbal scents, and I thought I smelled cooking onion and garlic coming from within. 

“Ementina! I home! I bring guests!” Khandros turned to stride in through the open front door. 

“His wife must love it when he does this,” said Imogen softly as we followed, the others right behind us.

After my eyes adjusted to the interior from the brilliance of the day, I saw a large room dominating the ground floor, with benches along the walls. In a kitchen in the corner stood a handsome woman in her middle age, while Karios busily set forth plates across a broad table that dominated the back of the house. Pans were frying up lunch over small fires contained within the clay kitchen counter, and a pot was bubbling over a tripod set within a chest-high chimney.

“Be welcome!” Ementina stepped forward, wiping her hands on a striped cloth then tossing it at her husband’s chest without looking in his direction. “I am Ementina, mistress of this home, and you are welcome here. My apologies for not being better prepared to receive you, but I cannot work miracles alone, especially not when cursed with such an oaf of a husband.”

“Ementina, you shame me,” said Khandros, pulling the towel away. 

“You do that well enough yourself,” said Ementina, her smile never slipping. “But ah - you’re wounded! Oaf! You stand there while this girl sways on her feet? Come, come, this way, please.”

Taking Emma’s elbow, she led her across the room and through an archway, Little Meow and Brielle in tow.

I wanted to do the same but knew the other two would take good care of her. 

Khandros tossed the towel aside and forced a smile. “Savior, a cup of wine? Shall we toast your victory over the wardens?”

“That sounds great,” I said, moving to sit where the bench passed under one of the windows, the view of the harbor below. “Valeria? Imogen?”

“Do you have anything stronger?” asked Valeria, then grimaced. “No, wine is fine, thank you.”

“I’ll have a little,” said Imogen. “We can’t let our guard down.”

“You speak the truth,” said Khandros, taking down an earthenware jug from a shelf and unstopping it with relish. “Karios! Five cups!”

“Five?” asked the youth. He hurried across the room to another shelf, from which he deftly plucked clay cups, the sides adorned with black patterns. 

“You will toast with us,” said Khandros firmly, moving to pour as the youth set the cups down on the kitchen counter. “For you will sail with us tomorrow.”

“I will?” The kid’s voice broke again, and he blushed furiously. “I will? Oh, thank you, Father!”

“What will he be doing?” asked Ementina, appearing as if summoned in the doorway, her face a storm cloud.

“Sailing to Argossa on Senca’s boat!” Khandros tossed the words at his wife like a challenge. “He is fourteen-years-old. It is time he acts the part of a man.”

“He is fourteen-years-old,” said Ementina, striding forth to stand toe-to-toe with her husband. “And if you are intent on -” She cut a glance in my direction and controlled herself. “Khandros. If you value your marriage, attend me out back.”

She walked through a slender door in the back of the room, out into a sunlit courtyard.

Khandros inhaled loudly through his nose as he stared up at the ceiling, then turned to me with a fierce smile. Taking his cup, he raised it. “To you and the Source, Savior.” Without waiting, he downed it in one go, then set it down with a click, striding out after his wife.

“Ah, domestic bliss,” said Imogen. “How I look forward to the day.”

Karios handed her a cup. “You, ah, are going to be married, Lady Imogen?”

Imogen considered me sidelong. “I’m not quite sure what’s going to happen.”

For some reason, my pulse sped up, and I found my tongue turned into a block of wood. “Ah. Marriage?”

“Hmm,” said Imogen, swirling her wine around within her cup. “No precedent has ever been set for what a Savior and his companions do after defeating Lilith. Who knows?”

“Perhaps we should focus on defeating Lilith first,” said Valeria dryly. “Or even just her remaining warden?”

“Wise,” said Imogen, her smile still playful. “But it doesn’t hurt to daydream a little.”

Valeria accepted her cup from the blushing Karios and leaned back, resting an arm on the windowsill so the sunlight dappled her skin. “True. Who was it that said they’d love to have a home here on these islands? Brielle? It’s not a bad idea.”

And I found myself imagining it as I sipped the sweet white wine. A home like this, on a sun-drenched isle, with a rooftop pergola that would catch the breezes. My companions with me, without any danger, without any mission - just enjoying each other’s company as we worked the land, or fished, or…

I smiled, looking down into my cup. “It sounds good. But I think we’re a ways from that still.”

“One day, maybe,” said Imogen, clicking her cup against my own. “To dreams.”

“To dreams,” said Valeria, clicking her cup against both of ours. “Where I come from, we have a toast. It goes:

 

Between what we shouldn't and that which we aught,

Lies a perilous life where all is for naught,

We live and we suffer, and we strive all in vain,

But for one of your smiles, I'd do it all once again.”

 

Imogen paused, cup half-raised to her lips. “That’s… grim.”

Valeria tossed her wine back, set her cup down, then shrugged. “My home was a grim place. Noah can attest.”

“That I can,” I said.

“But even so.” Valeria slowly spun the cup around between her fingers. “It gives me hope, that toast. It speaks to me.”

“Why’s that?” Imogen, taking a sip at last.

“Why’s that?” repeated Valeria thoughtfully, staring away and out the window. “Because… everything is so transient. It reminds me to live in the moment, because tomorrow, or even the next hour, could be our last. To be grateful for the friends and loved ones I have with me, that I can toast with.”

She turned back to me, her gaze intense and focused. “To relish this moment. Life is hard, and usually only gets harder. In the end, the only surety is pain and death. But right now. Right here. We can toast, we can laugh, we can love, and that… justifies the journey. It’s the reason for taking it in the first place.”

I pursed my lips and nodded, turning her words over in my mind. “How did it go again?”

She lifted her cup to Karios, who had been listening with avid attention, and he adroitly refilled it.

Valeria held my gaze and repeated the words.

I clicked my cup against her own. “For now, we are gathered, and joined here in song,” I said. “May there be many such moments in the days to come.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen, clicking her cup against our mine. In silence, we downed our wine.

“You guys…” breathed Karios, his face nearly glowing. “You guys are so amazing. I can’t believe I’m here, hearing this.”

Valeria laughed and patted the bench beside her. “Take a seat. If we’re to journey together, you do not need to act like a servant.”

“I hope we do,” said Karios, glancing back at the archway to the courtyard. “But that’ll depend on how well my father reckons with my mother.”

“Excuse me,” I said, setting down my cup. “Going to check on Emma.”

I crossed the room and passed through the archway. The chamber beyond was even darker than the main one, for the shutters were drawn. But the air was cool and had a clean savor. Emma lay on the larger of two beds, Little Meow curled up by her side asleep.

Brielle was seated on the bed’s edge, holding Emma’s hand. As I drew closer I saw that Emma slumbered as well, her breath slow and rhythmic.

“How is she doing?” I asked softly.

“Resting, which is good,” said Brielle, reaching out to curl a strand of Emma’s pale blond hair away from her cheek. “She came so close to death that I can’t even stand to think about it.”

I set a stool beside the bed and sat, elbows on knees, fingers steepled before my face. “If Little Meow hadn’t been right there, if her reflexes weren’t so sharp…”

“Who is she? Did you see her fend off that warden? She was parrying his stabs with her bare arm.”

“I don’t rightly know,” I said, studying the cat mask. It had been pushed slightly askew by the thin pillow so I could make out the underside of her chin. “But she hit Agax hard enough to knock him flying.”

“She must have mastered Manipura, then.” Brielle returned her hand to Emma’s. “And luckily for us. Without her…”

I could only nod in grim agreement. 

For a while we sat there, watching both women slumber. Then I turned my attention to Brielle, watching as she studied Emma’s face, her own drawn with concern.

“You care for her,” I said.

“Hmm?” She looked up at me. “For Emma? Of course.”

“No. I mean more than that.”

Brielle narrowed her smoky gray eyes.

“Just an observation,” I said, looking back to Emma. “I care for her, too. Love her.”

Brielle’s gaze slid back to my oldest friend, the woman I’d loved for most of my teenaged years, and I saw her run a thumb over the back of her hand. 

“She’s so brave,” Brielle said at last. “To be facing what we’re facing. To only now be developing her powers. To have stuck with us all this time.”

“Yeah.”

“And I… I want to protect her. Even as I tease her. Even as I know she needs room to grow, to come into her own strength. She still seems so… innocent. Naive, even.” Brielle’s words were pensive, her tone soft. “But I know that’s a lie. She has steel within her, and greater strength perhaps than any of us recognize.”

“For the longest time she was like a big sister to me,” I said. “Wiser, smarter, more… I don’t know. Aware of how the world worked. After Michael died, she grieved, but picked a new path. To go to New York City - it’s kind of like our capital, in a way, millions of people living in skyscrapers and the like - and start her own business. To leave Ruddock. To leave me. I was devastated. But also so proud of her. It was a big deal, leaving our town like that. To head out alone. I don’t think I could have done it, back then. Leave everything behind for a frightening and different new world.”

“In a way, perhaps she was more prepared for this journey along the Tree of Life than you were,” said Brielle.

“Yeah, maybe. I mean, it helps that I have Shard and magic and all that, and I know she felt out of place, but… yeah. She’s got steel inside her for sure.”

“Which is good.” Brielle was still softly rubbing her thumb across the back of Emma’s hand. “She’s going to need it. We all are.”

“Ain’t that the truth.” I stood and kissed the top of Brielle’s head. “You need some rest, too.”

“In time.”

I returned to the main room, where Karios was excitedly regaling a bemused Valeria and Imogen with a tale of his exploits.

“…then two of the pirates dove off the side of their ship and came swimming toward my boat. I’d nothing on me but my net and gutting knife, and I knew I was done for. But did I panic?”

“I don’t know,” said Valeria with obvious amusement. “Did you?”

“No! I waited till they were just about to board my boat, and threw my net over them! The three began to thrash, caught up like silverlungs, and -”

“Three?” asked Imogen. “I thought you said they were two?”

Karios grinned and waved the question away. “The five pirates -”

Valeria snorted and looked over at me. “And?”

“Sleeping. Little Meow as well. We’ve got a quiet afternoon to fill. We should prepare to strike the temple at dusk.”

“My father stuck his head in the window,” said Karios. “He’s going to rouse what’s left of the city’s militia to help you tackle the first warden. But I think it’s really just an excuse to take up his sword once more.”

“Nice of him, but probably not necessary,” I began, stopping when Ementina swept into the kitchen.

“Food. Hot food, and lots of it. Enough with the wine, there’s battle tonight and you’ll not want your head swimming. Cold water from the well. Karios?”

“All right, Mother, all right,” said the youth, moving to take up a bucket by the door.

“Now, I imagine half of this has burned,” said the lady, moving to her frying pans. She stirred them vigorously, sniffed at them, and shook her head in despair. “How one is supposed to run a household when surrounded by mooncalves and dotards, I don’t know. Are you all hungry?”

“Famished,” said Valeria with a grin.

“Then make yourselves useful. Here are a cutting board and a knife. Chop all of this and put it in that pot. You. Are you really the Savior?”

I stood up and dusted off my hands. “Yep.”

She scrutinized me, momentarily without comment, then gave a sharp nod. “You’ve still two hands and a need to eat. Do you know how to make bread?”

“I don’t,” I said.

“Do you know how to roll out dough?”

“Nope.”

“Do you know how to season a dish of prithyaki?”

“Never heard of it.”

“Men!” she exclaimed, throwing up her hands. “Then go help my son draw water.”

Laughing, I did as I was bid, heading out into the bright sunlight. Half an hour later, lunch was served on a circular table of stone in the center of the courtyard, whose expanse was sheltered by ivy-covered rafters overhead. Birds nested in the eaves; a massive, shaggy dog, whose muzzle had whitened and eyes grown rheumy, lay in the shade, panting contentedly, while bees buzzed overhead. 

The food was delicious, but halfway through the meal Khandros returned with a dozen men in tow. All of them spoke loudly, nobody seeming to listen to anyone but themselves.

“Khandros! What is the meaning of this?” Ementina leaped to her feet. “More guests? Have you lost all reason?”

“Peace, woman!” Khandros held up his palm then turned to me. “I have undertaken bold initiatives and bring welcome news! The first warden is gone! Yes! We scouted the temple and have found the altar swept bare, the vestibules stripped of their wealth, and that enigmatic whore of the Morathi fled! It is true!”

The other men laughed and clapped him on the shoulder. They were all older and grizzled, Markos the harbormaster amongst them.

I stood. “You’ve done well. And faced terrible danger in doing so. Why not call me and my friends for help?”

“What, did Lilith steal our cocks as well as our autonomy?” Khandros placed his hands on his hips. “We were all soldiers once, and the best of the archipelago!”

“Khandros, language!” 

Senca stepped forth, hands raised placatingly. “Don’t fret over your husband's safety, Ementina, for he stayed at the back and was ready to run at a moment’s notice.”

Khandros rounded on the man, eyes widened in mock fury. “You insult me in my own home?”

“I must take advantage of the opportunity,” said Senca reasonably, “for it’s a rare occasion to find you outside a tavern.”

More voices sounded from behind, and the men parted to reveal a dozen women bustling forth, each carrying a pot or dish wrapped in cloths. 

Ementina rushed forward to the leader of this new group and seized her arm. “Assana, save me - the men wish to drive me screaming into the sea with their jokes.”

“There is no saving any of us,” said the other, a tall, raven-haired woman with a stern visage and subtle smile. “But we’ve brought food to soften the blows of their company. Come. Let us feed them, wait for them to fall asleep, then roll them snoring off the cliffs.”

“A good idea,” said Ementina. “Set your dishes on the side table there.”

The courtyard filled with people, the men and women not failing for a moment to trade jibes, everybody seeming to know everyone else by name. In a matter of moments, more chairs were brought forth, a second table wrestled through a window, tablecloths brought from a wicker basket, and bottles uncorked. Soon a party was underway, with the women crammed around the tables and the men mostly standing against the walls. Everyone with a plate in hand, the aroma of a dozen dishes competing with that of the flowers to fill the air with a heady scent.

I had to admit, it was delightful. For too long I’d labored in darkness against terrible odds, slogging across Ghogiel’s dusty plains or skulking through Tagimron’s dank bowels. To see such animation, to hear cries of feigned shock or the raucous laughter of the women as they dressed down this man or that, to be surrounded by such vivid color, to plates of food and cups of wine pressed into my hand, and best yet, to simply be part of this celebration - it eased a part of my soul that had grown thin and worn, that had longed for such company, for such joy, for a taste of normalcy and life.

Valeria somehow got herself wrangled into an eating competition with Vassos, a prodigiously fat smith whose gleaming curls soon matched his greasy cheeks. Imogen found herself a perch on a windowsill and there sat sipping her wine, drinking in the festivities with as much appreciation as I felt, her feet drumming gently on the wall.

Brielle emerged a moment later to general acclaim from all the men. One among them, a boisterous, handsome fellow with skin tanned a dark leathery brown from a life spent on the sea, went down on one knee. Arms spread wide, he proclaimed, “It is Virginalia, the goddess of foam and delight, come to bless us with our presence! Where have you been these long years, sweet goddess, and how best may we worship your beauty?”

Brielle looked down her nose at the man with such icy contempt that the seated women crowed with laughter. Such was the power of Brielle’s stare - the man wilted before her, arms drooping, smile growing forced. At last, the other men came forward to grasp and drag him away, laughing and smacking his back and chest as they thrust a cup of wine into his hand.

“My apologies,” said a buxom lady with a marked gap between her front teeth, her brown curly hair bound back by a brightly colored scarf. “Rerarkos has been dropped on his head too many times to count, and his mind - well.”

“Dropped on my head?” Rerarkos pulled free from the hold of the other men. “More like I have been beaten upon the crown of my head by your saucepan, Vishatta, and most often while I lie sleeping, innocent as a babe!”

“Finally, we agree on something, dear husband: you are in almost every way a baby.”

The men let out howls of laughter; the women wiggled their fingers before their mouths in a way that I was learning indicated high approval and amusement. Rerarkos threw up his arms to turn back to his drink.

“What are we celebrating?” asked Brielle, taking an offered plate with a gracious bow of her head before turning to me.

“The first warden is gone,” said Khandros, voice made bold by wine. “Elleria is a free city once more! The fools thought that only three Morathi were needed to keep us in line, but now, ah! They will see the error of their ways.”

“We shall be the fools if we think they’ll leave us alone,” said Ementina, tone dark. “Let us not get ahead of ourselves. Khalistria yet reigns in Argossy, and she needs but send her black arks to darken our harbor. Then all will be as before.”

“Or worse,” said Markos, setting a chicken bone down on his plate. “How do you think she will react to this turn of events? What message will this send to the other islands if she doesn’t crush us completely?”

“Exactly,” said Ementina. She clearly had authority within the group; the other women deferred to her, and even the most boisterous of the men grew quiet. “We have done nothing here today. It is the Savior who has killed the wardens, and it is his presence that saw the other run away. Come dawn tomorrow he shall sail from our shores, and we shall be left with - what? Old blades held by old men?”

“Come, wife,” said Khandros reprovingly. “This is a moment to celebrate! We have labored too long under their lash -”

“And we shall be given reason to long for those days when they come back wielding their blades,” said Ementina, tone sharp. She then turned to me. “What will you do next, Savior? Will you take responsibility for the chaos you have sown?”

“I will,” I said, stepping forward. “We journey to Argossy. There I shall kill Khalistria and scatter her forces before moving on to the next realm.”

Mutters greeted my pronouncement, and more than one local refused to meet my eyes.

“Fie on you all!” said Khandros. “Where is your faith? He is the final Savior. You saw what he and his companions did to Verlech and that pervert, Mohebeth.”

“Those were two wardens,” said Markos gravely. “There are thirty on Argossy alone.”

“We don’t need to fight them all,” I said. “Just Khalistria. Her death will throw their numbers into turmoil.”

“Just Khalistria,” said Ementina mockingly. “What do you know of her, Savior?”

“That she is a child of Lilith’s,” I said, “and thus must die.”

“Ha! Savior he may be, but he is a man like the rest of you.”

“Perhaps,” said Brielle, her lazy drawl cutting through the hubbub like a knife, “you could tell us what to expect instead of mocking our ignorance.”

“Khalistria - where to begin?” Khandros turned to his compatriots for support. “She is…”

“Deadly,” said Senca.

“A wielder of great magics,” said Rerarkos.

“Undefeated in battle,” finished another, a dour man who’d not joined in the revelry, but remained quiet at the back of the group. He moved forward now, and the others gave way.

He was tall, his face somber; a vertical scar ran from his brow down the length of his cheek, a pale mark against his otherwise dark skin. “None of the previous Saviors fought her. All found a means to escape her wrath and pass through her portal.”

“Even Pelleas?” asked Imogen.

“Even Pelleas the Golden,” said the scarred man. “Pelleas. Jevenna. Obui. One by one they came through our islands, and each in turn found a way to trick Khalistria and lure her away from her temple. Pelleas started a great battle in the harbor, lured her down with her wardens, then slipped past her and away. Jevenna allowed herself to be captured, to be tortured further, and then - somehow - slipped her bonds and disappeared. And Obui presented himself at her court and beguiled her with his magics and charms.”

“Sounds like we’ll have to be equally cunning,” said Brielle. “That shouldn’t present a problem.”

“Not for you, perhaps,” said Ementina. “But for us? If you slip through her fingers like smoke, you will leave her might unchallenged, her hammer poised to come crashing down upon our town in payment for our defiance.”

“That is true,” said Khandros. “We lost an entire generation of young men when Pelleas abandoned us in the harbor. Each was either killed in that battle or hunted down in the years that followed. All were slain.”

“Then we’ll kill Khalistria as planned,” I said.

But Khandros merely shook his head with doubt.

“We’ve fought hard battles before,” I said. “And won through every time.”

“Khalistria…” Khandros scratched at his beard. “She is not human.”

“We’ve fought shoxar,” I said. “Killed ur-grouths and more. Won’t be a problem.”

“Why?” asked Brielle. “Is she a dragon or something?”

The men exchanged dark looks, and for a moment my heart seized up. Don’t let her be a fucking dragon, I thought. Just - just - no.

“Not a dragon,” allowed Khandros, “but a naga.” He said the word as if it were an insult being hurled into the teeth of his enemy. “A sorceress of terrible power. Six arms, she has, and a mane of snakes falls from her head. Her eyes can pierce the darkest night, and it is said she can swim beneath the waves for days without needing to come up for air.”

“Naga,” breathed Imogen. “A nagathronessa, here in the flesh?”

“You know of them?” I asked, turning to where she sat in the window.

“Legends, only. They come from a world that is all abyss, all falling darkness and fell magic. It isn’t even a world - more a state of perdition. They serve Lilith, but not as slaves. They are her duchesses, and along with the betheliim are counted as her most powerful followers.”

“Great,” said Valeria darkly.

“And Rerarkos is correct,” continued Imogen. “Though they are terrible in battle and are said to be able to freeze a person by merely looking at them, they are infamous for their mastery of Hexenmagic. For variations and spells that reflect their strength and long studies. There is no telling what she can is capable of.”

“Pelleas got past her,” I said. “Obui and Jevenna as well. She’s not infallible.”

“No. I don’t think anybody said that,” agreed Imogen. “But while she might be bypassed, I don’t know how we’d actually kill her.”

Imogen’s words hung in the air like a death sentence handed down from a hanging judge. Bees buzzed overhead in the silence, and somewhere a bird trilled a sweet song.

“One step at a time,” I said. “That’s all we can do. First, we must get to Argossy. Then we’ll scout and develop a plan.”

“Just as you did at Mrakina’s?” asked Ementina, crossing her arms.

“Woman,” said Khandros.

“Don’t you ‘woman’ me,” said his wife. “This is no game. He’s risking our lives, our home.”

I spread my hands. “Something tells me there’s nothing I can say that will placate you. So be it. I’m the Savior, and I will do my very best. But I learned on Ghogiel to never forget my true goal, which is to win this war, and not every battle that comes my way. For that, you have my apologies. I will do everything I can to protect Elleria and your family, Ementina, so long as it does not conflict with my chances of destroying our true foe.”

As if puffed out by invisible breath, the defiant light within Ementina’s eyes blew out. She sat once more, crossing her arms protectively over her chest. “I understand, Noah. Of course.”

Khandros moved to stand by her side, placing a hand on her shoulder. “We can only do my best.”

“In this world we live in?” Ementina’s voice was bleak. “That is seldom good enough.”

For a moment, an awkward silence lay over the gathering, then Brielle set aside her plate and stepped forth.

“Think on this, and take comfort: within a month, perhaps a little less, or a little more, we shall meet with Lilith and either defeat her or be defeated in turn. If we win? Then Khalistria will no doubt flee if she still lives, and the power structures that oppress you here shall fall apart. If we lose?” Her smile was mirthless. “Then the whole universe will fall under Lilith’s shadow, as Kether becomes Thaumiel and all hope is extinguished. What will it matter then if Khalistria rules in Argossy? Not a whit.”

The men and women gaped at her, taken aback by the lightness of her tone. 

“So, you have one month in which to endure,” she said. “And then, one way or another, your troubles will be ended. One month, give or take. Can you do that much, people of Elleria? Can you hold fast while we risk everything we are in a final confrontation with the universe’s greatest evil? And, why yes, that’s a rhetorical question. Because you have no choice in the matter, just like us.”

All nodded. Faces were clouded by concern, brows lowered, lips pursed, but I saw in their expressions a grim acceptance of the facts.

Brielle took up her plate, leaned back against the wall, and smiled sweetly at me. “Why don’t you say something comforting, Noah, to bring a little merriment back to this occasion?”

Khandros snorted, and a few of the men cracked dour smiles.

“Something comforting. Right. I’ll need a refill of my cup of wine.”

This was duly done, and I held my cup aloft. “A woman I truly love just taught me this toast, and its words ring truer than ever: 

 

Between what we shouldn't and that which we aught,

Lies a perilous life where all is for naught,

We live and we suffer, and we strive all in vain,

But for one of your smiles, I'd do it all once again.”

 

Cups were clicked together, and everyone drank deep. I turned to regard Valeria and saw her watching me, eyes gleaming, a quiet, private smile on her lips. I raised my cup to her, and she raised hers in turn.

Then I turned to the assembled gathering and raised a hand. “Now come. We sail at dawn tomorrow. It’s high time we got down to business and discussed our best approach. Who here has been to Argossy, and can tell us what to expect?”

Markos moved to sit on the corner of a table, resting his cup of wine on his broad thigh. “I have been many times. Listen well, Savior, and I shall tell you what perils await you.” 

 

Chapter 10

 

 

 

The next three days were impossibly idyllic. The sky was cloudless and righteous in every direction; the sun caused the waves of the wine-dark sea to glitter as if a million diamonds were scattered across their surface.

Senca’s trading vessel was a chunky cog, deep-hulled and wide around the waist. A broad, patchwork sail bellied out as she cut close to the wind, tacking from island to island or occasionally cutting straight across the dark stretches of deep water.

Senca, Khandros, and Karios manned the ship with expert ease, while the rest of us did our best to help in what little ways we could, or simply stayed out of the way. 

Brielle made no attempt to help; she staked out space by the bow and there lay in a luxurious state, drinking in the sun. Her pale, freckled skin slowly darkened; her body glistened with sweat and proved no end of distraction to the sailors. 

The rest of us remained seated along the railing, backs to the sea, tunics growing sodden with spray. When no other boats were in sight, we practiced our wards, delving deep in meditation, or following Imogen’s instructions as we bonded ever more powerfully with our sanskaras. 

Each night we stayed at a different island, pulling into sheltered coves where we dropped the anchor then waded ashore. And the sea - I’d never seen such beautiful, beguiling water, the azure hues so pure they seemed to glow until you got close to the shore itself. There one realized just how unpolluted and crystal clear they were. I spent hours each day simply staring into the depths that rolled by beneath us, catching sight of schools of fish, the occasional shark, and other beguiling wonders.

We lit fires in hidden caves over which we cooked fish, Karios seasoning them with lemon and rock salt; everything washed down with some of the wine Senca was transporting in the hold of his ship. We’d then explore a little up the cliffs or along the ravines, scrambling along in the dusk to stretch our legs, Imogen checking every so often to ensure we were alone.

On our last night, we camped on a beach of colored stones hidden within the cupped arms of tall cliffs. There we took turns diving off a high ridge to plunge into the peerless water, knifing down a dozen yards into that impossible blue before swimming back to the surface amidst a storm of bubbles.

Later, sitting about the campfire, our stomachs full, our features made ruddy by the fire, contented, sunburned, and aware that tomorrow would bring madness, death, and worse - I realized I was impossibly happy. 

The fire sent sparks spiraling into the chill night, and the island was dark all about us. Senca’s ship was a shadow lolling on the waves, whose constant whisper as they crashed upon the shore and then withdrew was the only sound to be heard. Hair thickened by sea salt, skin tight and prickly from the same, I felt a deep sense of contentment flow through me. I studied each of my companions’ faces in turn; though there was much to lament, I found that moment infinitely precious, a gem I knew I’d treasure in my heart forever.

A moment of peace and beauty amid so much chaos, violence, and horror.

Our plan was to sail slowly to the rear of Argos, the great island on which the capital was built, and there, under cover of night, put to shore in a smuggler’s cove that Markos had told us about. It would be a perilous maneuver due to the fast-flowing current that ran along the southern shore, but we couldn’t risk being detected by lookouts who Khalistria would no doubt have posted in anticipation of our arrival.

“And this first warden from Elleria?” Emma asked. “Won’t she detect us, warn Khalistria of our approach?”

“No,” Khandros replied. “It is well-known that her ability to perceive others does not function over water. Once you are ashore, yes, it will be a peril. But our approach will be beyond her talents.”

“And how will we enter the city?” I asked. “Won’t we stick out like a sore thumb to the guards?”

Khandros hesitated. “That will be dangerous. But I have come up with a story that should suffice. You are all off-worlders come to trade, and I will have taken you on a tour of Argos’ villages and vineyards. We will be returning to Argossy so that you may go home and deliberate a trade deal.”

“It’s that common to have off-worlders walking around?” asked Brielle, the fire dancing in her eyes. 

Khandros shrugged. “Anywhere else? No. But in Argossy itself? Conceivable. We will say you came with the Druach, and if the guard asks too many questions, bribe them with some coin to stay silent.”

“Druach?” I asked. “Who are they?”

“Merchants,” said Senca, gaze sullen as he stared into the fire. “Who trade between the stars, it is said. Morathi lapdogs. They take the best we have and either give it to their masters or trade it for great profits on worlds that lack our goods completely. Rich, uncaring bastards.”

“And they allow other off-worlders to come through the portals with them?”

Senca shrugged. “I don’t know. I doubt a common gate guard would either.”

“Fair enough. We can wear local cloaks, and the ladies can hide their hair under scarves,” I said.

“Best if I simply use Harmiel to disappear,” said Imogen. “My clothing is the most strange here.”

“You are most lovely to the eye,” said Khandros, “but yes, your garb is… impractical, and… illogical in these climes.”

Valeria was stirring the coals with a long branch. “There’s no way to avoid the gates altogether?”

“Not that I know of,” said Khandros. “Alas, I am not a local. There might be secret ways, but we would no doubt draw attention to ourselves if we simply walked around the walls searching for one.”

Valeria grunted and said no more.

“It sounds risky, but what about this venture isn’t?” I sat up straight, reached for the stars till my back popped, then subsided with a sigh. “We’ll just adapt on the fly like we’ve done before when shit hits the fan.”

“When shit…?” asked Karios.

Emma smiled wryly. “An expression from back home. It means when everything goes south.”

“Goes south?” asked Karios.

“It means…” She waved her hand distractedly. “You know. When everything that can go wrong does go wrong.”

“When shit hits the fan in the south,” said Karios awkwardly, then grinned. “A double negative.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t get that bad,” I said, returning his grin.

We subsided into silence for a spell, each of us lost in our own thoughts as we stared into the flames. Then Imogen rose to her feet, black dress rustling. 

“We’d best turn in,” she said. “Long day tomorrow.”

“Agreed,” said Khandros, tone hearty as he stood.

“I’ll just be a moment,” said Little Meow, porcelain mask gleaming in the firelight as she took a step toward the cliffs. “Just going to gather my thoughts.”

I watched her go, her figure melting into the darkness as the others stood and set to breaking down the camp.

A gloved hand slipped into my own. “You should follow her,” said Imogen.

I startled, repressing a flicker of guilt as to the direction my thoughts had been straying. “You think?”

“Yes. She’s proving invaluable to our group. She’s wonderful, strong, talented, and her heart is in the right place. We’re blessed to have her. Follow her, Noah. Ask her what’s on her mind. Comfort her if need be.”

“Comfort her,” said Brielle, pausing as she’d been about to walk past us. I could practically see the air quotes. 

“Yes,” said Imogen, forthright. “Who knows what we’re to face tomorrow, or the day after, or a month down the road? The only certainty is horror and pain. We need to bind ourselves tightly to each other. And if Noah can connect with her, can forge a bond that that will resist the horrors to come? Then he should do just that.”

“True,” said Brielle; then to my surprise, she sighed. “Emma and I were talking about it, actually, not too long ago. About her position in our group. If Noah sleeps with her, will she become one of us? A companion?”

“I… I don’t know,” said Imogen. “It’s possible? Or perhaps the bond can only be forged back in Bastion - perhaps it needs to take place in the sphere of Kether to take on a mystical property? I’m not sure.”

“This is still pretty weird,” I said. “You all discussing me and Little Meow like this.”

“Is it?” Imogen studied me. “It shouldn’t be. Sex and love are weapons in this war. Weapons of goodness and strength. If you can weaponize your bond with Little Meow, it’s only to Lilith’s detriment.”

“Imogen can sweet talk like no other,” said Brielle with a laugh. “But she’s right. Noah. None of us doubt your love for us. Not now, not after all we’ve been through.” She reached out and took my hand. “The days where I wrestled with insecurity are long past. If you wish to fuck Little Meow’s brains out, then I only ask you don’t disturb my sleep while doing so.”

I laughed ruefully. “What a world. Fine. I’ll go and check on her. Not saying anything’s going to come of it. But… you think Valeria is cool with it, or should I check in with her, too?”

Imogen and Brielle exchanged a glance. “Check in with her,” they both said at once.

“Fuck. Fine. Why not? This can’t get any more awkward. Excuse me.”

I stepped away, moving to where Valeria was stretching out her sleeping roll.

“Hey, Noah,” she said, glancing up at me as I approached. “What were you three talking about?”

“Weird, awkward, Savior stuff,” I said, dropping into a crouch beside her. “There’s no smooth way of asking you this, so fuck it, I’ll just shove my foot in my mouth, and you can watch me choke. Imogen, Brielle, and Emma are all in favor of my, ah, sleeping with Little Meow if it feels right and makes us stronger. But what do you think?”

Valeria’s eyebrows both rose, and she moved her weight back to her heels. “You think she wants to? No, that’s a stupid question. I know she does.”

“I mean, we’ve flirted before, but I never thought it was a sure thing. Um.”

“Go for it.” Valeria cupped the nape of my neck with her hand and pulled my brow in to press against her own. “But be sure to save a little something for me soon, yes?”

I laughed and turned my face so I could lean in all the way and kiss her. Her grip pulled me into a hard kiss; her tongue slipped between my lips, muscular and probing. For a moment we remained like this, locked together, then she pulled back with a smile.

“Mmm. Yes. I’ll be wanting some soon, oh mighty Savior. Just keep that in mind.”

I chuckled huskily. “Fair enough. I’ll, ah, see what I can do.”

Valeria grinned, slid her hand between my legs, and cupped my cock, which went from being merely hard to painfully erect as she squeezed me. “Then go show her what you’re packing. And if she’s not walking bow-legged tomorrow, I’ll be disappointed.”

“I am surrounded by mad women,” I said, rising shakily to my feet. “How the fuck did this happen to me?”

“Good luck, I guess,” said Valeria, resting a hand on her chin, elbow propped on her knee as she considered me. “But seriously. Have fun. I like Little Meow. She’s good people, and she’s one of us now. Do what feels right.”

“Okay. Well. Thanks.” I resisted the urge to salute. Aware of how just about everyone was staring at me now, I fought to keep my expression solemn.

I left the camp, rising out of the hollow in which we’d built our fire to approach the cliff’s edge and the dark, shifting mass of the ocean beyond. 

Little Meow stood to one side, hugging herself in the cool breeze blowing off the waters, tall and girlish, her mask catching errant gleams from the low hanging moon. She startled as I approached, and turned to stare at me.

“Oh,” she said. “Noah. Hey.”

“Hey there,” I said, face still burning, cock aching from Valeria’s touch. Be natural, I commanded myself. Just chill. Nothing has to happen. Nothing at all. “How are you doing?”

“Just… thoughtful,” she said, turning back to the endless expanse of gleaming water that looked like liquid obsidian under the moonlight. “You know. Deep thoughts? Or at least, I think they’re deep? Most likely they’d sound pretty childish if I said them out loud.”

“Try me,” I said.

She remained quiet, so I stepped up beside her. I didn’t press, but waited patiently until she stirred again.

“You ever feel like you’re in a dream? That you’ll wake up, and be back home?”

“I used to,” I said. “A lot. But now I’m coming to terms with it. It’s starting to feel all too real.”

“I’m not there yet. I catch myself going along with things as if this were normal, as if it were normal to be with the Savior and his companions, questing against Lilith. And it hits me how this isn’t normal, how this is…” She shook her head slowly. “Monumentally important. Then I get overwhelmed, and self-conscious, and…” She shrugged. “Am I making any sense?”

“Oh yeah,” I said. “Plenty. You should have seen me back in Bastion. I couldn’t take two steps without tripping over myself. In Ghogiel, even. It’s taken me ages to get a grip on what we’re trying to do.”

“And it doesn’t mess with you?” she asked. “Make you, I don’t know, freak out?”

“It did.”

“And now?”

“Not so much.”

“How do you keep a handle on it?” she asked. “Not let it get to you?”

I stared out over the shifting waves, inhaling deeply of the salt air. “You know? Somewhere along the way I just started manning up. Or it got beaten out of me. You can only go through so much shit before complaining starts to sound like whining. You can only ask, ‘Why me?’ so many times before you realize there’ll never be an answer from outside. It’s just the way it is, and it’s up to us to accept it.”

“Oh,” said Little Meow, curling a lock of black hair over her ear. “I didn’t mean to whine, I just -”

“No,” I interjected, “that’s not what I meant -”

“- it’s that this is so important, I want to make sure I get it right -”

“You are getting it right,” I said, trying to break in again.

“- and you are all so - I don’t know - connected, and strong, that I want to be sure I -”

“Little Meow.” I took hold of her hands, giving them a peremptory tug. “Enough.”

She went still, but didn’t pull her hands away. 

“We’re the ones who should be thanking you for being here. You’ve saved our asses already more times than I can count. If we succeed in this crazy quest, it will be because of you. How many times have you already literally saved my life by healing a mortal wound?”

“Um,” she said.

“You’re fantastic. Everyone agrees. Kind, generous, talented, strong - I mean, the way you punched that Morathi back in Ur-Gharab, the way you blocked those attacks in Elleria - you’re amazing.”

She ducked her head, curled another lock of hair behind her ear, and remained quiet.

“Seriously. I know I’ve told you this before, but here it is again - I can’t thank you enough for being here with us. For healing us. Keeping us strong. Helping us get through this madness.”

“You’re welcome,” she whispered. “And I’ll, ah, try not to doubt myself moving forward.”

“Good.” I smiled. “You’ve absolutely no reason to. I don’t.”

“So strange,” she said, tilting her head to one side, the moonlit gleam sliding liquidly along the contours of her mask. “I would never have guessed we’d end up here when you first crashed into my home.”

“Your chicken coop,” I said.

“My poor fucking chicken coop,” she agreed, and I heard the smile in her words. “There you lay, wounded and passed out, and I remember thinking, He’s really cute, I’ll heal him just to see him smile.”

“That what you thought?” I laughed. 

“I never said I was the most mature girl in the universe,” she said, laughing with me. “But your smile was worth it.”

Like that, I became aware of the sudden tension between us, how close we were standing together. My heart was thudding solidly in my chest. The wind swept off the ocean and swirled past us, pulling at her long dark hair. 

The old me might have continued talking, might have found a way to make sure of the situation. Confirm her interest. 

But I wasn’t that kid anymore.

I reached out and slid an arm around her slender waist. Stepping in, I pulled her close. She didn’t resist, but rather looked up at me. 

Each time we’d kissed in the past, she’d hidden her face. But I’d seen it twice now, and knew how precious that intimacy was. So I touched her porcelain mask and paused.

“Can I take this off?”

In response, she pushed the mask up over her head, sliding it over her hair to reveal her face. A shock of desire rushed through me at the sight of her wide lips, her raised cheekbones, her vaguely East-Asian heritage that evinced itself in her eyes. She was so hot. It was hard to believe that beauty was hidden beneath her cute cat mask all this time. 

“There you are,” I whispered, lowering my face to her own.

“Here I am,” she whispered as our lips touched, then I kissed her. She moaned as she turned her face gently to the side, mouth opening, her kiss rapidly becoming a hungry one. Her hands slid around my waist to cup my ass and squeeze aggressively.

I held her close, and all the tension, all those moments of attraction, came pouring to the fore. I wanted her, needed her, wanted to break through her reserve, to get to know her, to be one with her. I felt Svadhisthana within me like a dull pressure, seeking release, but no. Not now. Not here. Instead, I kissed her passionately, both of us clinging together as if the world were about to tear us apart until at last, she thrust me away.

I nearly stumbled and thought in my shock perhaps I’d gone too far, had crossed a boundary. I was about to apologize when she pulled the mask off altogether and carefully set it down on the rocks.

“I’ve been dreaming of this moment since I first kissed you,” she said. She straightened, bit her lower lip, and took her time looking me up and down. Finally, she shook her head. “And you’d better believe I’m going to make the most of it.”

I laughed. “Come get some.”

“Oh no. Not just like that. I’m going to savor this.”

At that, she stepped toward me, hips swaying, face naked in the moonlight. Dropping into a crouch before me, her long fingers expertly worked at my belt. 

I inhaled deeply as I watched, and could only think to myself, Holy shit, Little Meow’s gonna suck my cock. 

A tug, and my pants came down to my knees; her cool fingers slid around my shaft.

“Oh, Noah,” she said, voice soft with wonder. “You’re perfect.”

“Well,” I said, looking up at the stars and trying for a nonchalant tone. “I’ve been told -”

“Thick and long, and your head - perfect.” She leaned forward to gently run her cheek down the side of my cock. “What a relief.”

“A relief?” I raised an eyebrow. “You were worried?”

She laughed, pulled back, and licked a trail of fire from my balls right to the tip. “A girl never knows what she’s going to find. But this.” She wrapped her fingers around me, pulling down so the skin of my cock went taut. “This I can work with.”

I slid a hand into her dark hair, curling it into a fist. “Then get to work.”

She smirked, closed her eyes, and took all of me in her mouth, lips stretching around my girth. Slowly she pushed down, working to take my whole length in her mouth. She got within an inch of the base and grimaced, my cock hitting the back of her throat. 

Pulling back, she allowed my cock to fall free. “You’re big,” she said accusingly.

“That going to be a problem?”

In response, she took me into her mouth again, sucking tight, holding my cock in place with her thumb and forefinger to push in deep once more. Slowly, oh so slowly, her mouth hot and wet, her tongue rubbed against the underside of my cock as she took all of me. I hit the back of her throat again, and she paused, adjusted her posture, then pushed, eyebrows lifting, eyes closed, shoulders rising. A moment of resistance, and my cock head slid into her throat.

With a gasp, she pulled free again, grinned up at me, then bent down, once more taking my cock between her lips. She worked up and down my shaft, focused and earnest, till she pulled back and only my cockhead was between those full lips. A thick strand of spit fell from her mouth, but she ignored it. Lowering her hands to massage her breasts, she rose higher on her knees to work her way down my shaft. 

Up and down, the friction was divine. She moved back so my cockhead was in her mouth alone, pumping my wet shaft a few times before reaching down to cup my balls and push hard again; going deep, making soft gagging noises as she took all of me into her throat.

I watched, mesmerized, entranced by how focused she was, how her eyes remained closed. 

It felt insane. The cold wind chilled my cock when she pulled away, only for my length to be plunged back into moist heat when her lips slid down my length.

Her free hand moved to her breast; this time, she pinched her nipple through the cloth, rubbing it back and forth between her fingers. 

It was all I could do to not place my hands on either side of her face and fuck her mouth harder.

Low moans. Soft, wet sounds. Gasps, choking noises when she pulled away. Strands of spit hanging from her lips to my cock.

“Here,” she said, smiling wickedly up at me. “See how this feels.” And she took all of me again, pushing down, down, pressing her lips right to the base, where she paused, shuddered a little, then opened her mouth to extend her tongue. She worked it from side to side even as she choked, even as she grinned - then with a sharp gasp pulled free to smile up at me.

“Fucking hell,” I said, voice a low growl. 

“Mmm,” she said, pumping my shaft with her hand as she reached down between her legs. “I’m like the ocean.”

My mind short-circuited again, trying to find a connection. Depth? Waves? Tides -?

“I can’t get any wetter,” she said, and rose to her feet. Turning to press back against me, she rubbed her tight ass back and forth over my cock. “You ready, Savior?”

I pulled down her leggings and underwear in response, down over the swell of her hips, over the curve of her perfect ass. Sliding a hand under her tunic to cup a breast in my palm, I felt her own hand reach back to guide my head under and up against her pussy lips.

It was a whole different kind of heat. She shifted from side to side, parting her legs, her lips clinging together for a moment, then she gave a delighted gasp as I slid inside her.

By the fucking Source, she’d been right - she was so wet I slid in all the way without any difficulty.

Little Meow pressed back, reaching up and behind my head to hold on as she ground her ass back against me. 

“Oh, Noah.” Her voice was raw with need. “It’s been so hard to be so good all this time. To not do this. To wait. But now I need you to fuck me. I need you to fuck me as hard as you can. Please.”

My only response was a low growl, deep in my chest, as I tapped Manipura for greater strength, speed, and fortitude.

But it was with restraint that I withdrew, then slid back in. Little Meow let out an appreciative moan and leaned forward, placing her hands on her knees as she let her long black hair fall before her face. 

“Oh yeah,” she murmured, “that feels so good.”

Her body was sinuous and long, slender but toned with muscle; she moved with complete confidence, knowing what she wanted and how. I wrestled with the desire to fuck her harder, trying to draw it out, but she was insistent - pushing back against me, laughing under breath as I slid in over and over again.

“Don’t hold back,” she said, shaking her head so her hair was cast free of her face. “Come on, Noah. Show me what you’ve got.”

Then she rose and fell to the balls of her feet rapidly, shaking and sliding up and down my length and nearly driving me wild.

I let Manipura pour forth, pulling her back up so I could wrap an arm around her chest. I placed the other hand on her hip, and lifted right off the ground.

Little Meow let out a cry of surprise as gravity pulled her down hard onto my cock, and she plastered herself back against me. She wrapped an arm around the back of my neck as we flew higher and higher, ten feet, fifteen, twenty.

Her ass cheeks were hot against my hips, her breath coming in startled pants which grew all the more ragged as I flew out over the cliff’s edge, over the crashing surf at their base, and out over the dark waters themselves.

I turned over in midair so I flew on my back, Little Meow clawing at me with her fingers as she screamed, balancing out in a reverse cowgirl, facing the receding shore as we slowly flew ever higher and away.

“Noah,” she said, voice tight with both hilarity and amusement. 

“I have a very particular set of skills,” I said, unable to keep from grinning at her back. “Don’t see why I shouldn’t use them for fun as well as work.”

Carefully, keeping me inside her, she maneuvered herself around, drawing a leg over my chest, hand planted on my stomach, her expression one of supreme concentration. Then, with a soft cry of delight, she managed to turn around completely without losing me for a second.

Once there she began to undulate, rocking back and forth, her pelvis rising and falling to grind down on me with slow and steady power. I simply kept us aloft, riding on air currents and waves of growing pleasure. 

My eyes remained locked on her face. It still felt shocking to see it exposed, transgressive, almost, her mask riding up high on her dark hair; to see her close her eyes and raise her face to the moon, lost in her own pleasure. Those harsh cheekbones, those angled eyes. 

It felt a dream, something I might have idly concocted back in high school, a vision of impossible, fantastic sex high above the glittering waves. 

So rhythmic and delicious were her movements, rising and falling, the sweet, slick friction. The cold of the night air was replaced by her own wet heat, only to grow cold again as she rose up, then back down. I didn’t do anything but enjoy, watching her; as my orgasm came ever closer, I held it back, trying to match my climax to her own.

It was coming. Her thighs clenched tight around me, her breath coming faster, turning into small, almost pained cries, until at last she spasmed. I came deep within her, again and again as she contracted, tight as a fist.

The wind was whistling about us, and when Little Meow screamed I nearly jackknifed up to grab hold of her, suddenly panicked by her fear.

“Noah! We’re falling!”

Oh shit, I’d forgotten about Manipura. I slipped some power into the black sun, leveled off our descent, and caught us but a dozen yards above the waves.

Little Meow fell forward to embrace me tightly, staring with wide eyes at the water below, then sat up and thwapped me across the chest.

“You did that on purpose!”

“No!” I said, laughing and raising my hands to fend off any more attacks. “Just, ah, got distracted there, that’s all.”

“Hmm.” She considered me, pretending to be irate, but then laughed and lay back down once more, head in the hollow of my shoulder, arms holding me tight. 

We drifted like that for a while, my cock still within her, her legs wrapped around my own.

“I could stay here forever,” she murmured at last.

“Mmm,” I said, pressing my nose to her hair. 

She reached up and drew off the mask altogether. “But this can’t last, can it?”

“No,” I said reluctantly. “I’m going to run out of magic soon. Flying’s intense stuff.”

“No, I don’t mean that.”

“Hmm?”

“I mean…” She sighed. “I don’t know what I mean. But sometimes… sometimes I catch myself thinking I’m really part of this. Part of you all. And then… then I remember myself, and know that I’m not.”

“Hey,” I said, protesting softly, but not quite sure what to say.

“It’s all right. Seriously.” She kept her head against my shoulder, gazing out over the moonlit waves. “It’s a fantasy I have, that I’m part of your group, but I’ve made - am making - my peace with it. That a time will come when you all will move on without me. Maybe here in Gharab, maybe in Malkuth.”

“We’ll never ask you to leave.”

“I know. But I’m not one of you, not really. I wasn’t there for your trials back in Bastion. I’m not bonded to you and the others through the Source. Which… sucks. But I’m a big girl. I can accept the truth. A day will come when you all will have to face Lilith alone, and I won’t be there to help.”

“I don’t want that day to ever come,” I said, holding her tight.

“Me neither. But I just want to have made a difference by the time that moment comes.”

“What are you talking about? You already have. You’ve literally saved my life, like, ten times?”

“I mean… I want to help you all reach Lilith. Take you as far as I can before I have to step away. Back in Tagimron, I was… content, I guess? Helping those around me, growing vegetables, raising my chickens… I mean, it sounds silly, but it was meaningful work. But nothing compared to this. To helping you guys. I feel, sometimes, like everything that ever happened to me - the good and the bad - was all to prepare me for this moment. To make me strong enough to help you all through these days. And…”

I heard her breath hitch in her chest, and felt her press her head against my shoulder.

“And that brings me peace. The things that happened to me. I never knew how to explain them to myself.”

“Your past?”

“Yeah. The bad things that made me take shelter behind my mask. That hurt me so badly I still don’t dare tell people my real name. I didn’t know how to understand a universe where those things could happen to the people I loved, to… me. But now. Being with you. Thinking of all that as preparing me for this moment. It brings me peace. And I haven’t known true peace in so long.”

I had no words. I held her tight, and floated along, feeling her weight against me, the rise and fall of her breath.

After a while she gave a sharp sniff and sat up. “Anyways. That’s just a really long way of saying thank you, Noah.” She curled her dark hair behind her ear. “Thank you for letting me be part of this. No matter what you think, I will always know I got more out of it than I could ever have possibly put in.”

“I’m not going to accept your thanks,” I said, interlacing my fingers behind my head. “Because I’ll know we could never have it this far already without you.”

She smiled wryly. “Then let’s agree to never thank each other.”

I couldn’t help but smile. “Deal.”

“Good.” And she twisted to look back at the distant shore. “I hope…”

“Hmm?”

“Oh, nothing.” She smiled self-consciously. “Ready to head back?”

“I suppose so.” I sat up once more, clasped her to my chest, and slipped free of her, tucking myself into my pants with one hand. “And if you ever feel like going flying again…”

Her smile disappeared as she pulled her mask back on. “I’ll let you know.”

“Good.” Holding her tight, feeling conflicted and glad and depleted all at once, I flew back toward the dark shore.

 

 

* * *

 

 

 

We were subdued that last day, and I kept a wary eye on the horizon. Carefully I watched each approaching ship, whether it was an oared trireme or a merchant vessel like our own, or even a minor felucca, relaxing only when its course diverged from our own. 

It was a long day, a final push to make Argos before it grew too dark to steer. The long hours were mostly silent, broken only by the sound of the waves, the occasional cry of gulls circling overhead, or the terse commands that Senca gave from the stern of the ship. 

Under Little Meow’s care, Emma made a complete recovery. By the end of that last day we were all - excepting Imogen - losing the red of our initial sunburns to a deeper tan. My hair felt ragged and unkempt, having grown down to my shoulders, and I decided to bind it back in the same style that Karios wore his own - tying it off with a leather thong. My beard had grown in by this time as well, thick enough that Emma took to running her fingers through it when she teased me. The few times I caught sight of my reflection peering up at me from the water’s depths, I barely recognized myself.

How I’d changed. My body was now lean, strong, and corded with muscle. My shoulders had grown sufficiently broad that my tunic was stretched nearly to tearing, and my waist was narrow, my core shredded, all of me darkened by the sun except for the numerous pale scars that crisscrossed my form.

But it was my face that gave me pause. My younger self back in Ruddock would have crossed the street to get away from me. I looked half-wild with my shaggy mane, but there was an air of focus, of determination, of resolve and fierce will that I’d never had before. It checked out when I thought about who I’d become. I’d not take shit from anyone these days, and my face exhibited that attitude plainly. 

Evening began to fall. Karios distributed a light dinner of salted fish, hard-baked meal cakes, and wine. The sun lowered in the west, causing the sea to glitter as fans of ever darker and more alluring hues spread out across the waters. At last, the sky turned gray and the sea to slate, and dusk was upon us.

“Nearly there,” said Senca, voice pitched low to not carry. “Any moment now, Argos should slide into view.”

We moved to the bow, and there stood against the rope railing, peering into the gloom. 

“There,” breathed Brielle, pointing just off to our left. “See it? A mass of darkness.”

Even as I searched for it, the first lights flickered into view - tiny pricks of fire along what had to be the shore. 

“We’ve come in on the far side,” said Khandros, moving up to join us. “The great harbor will be choked with ships and activity. Because of the strong current here, however, there’s little movement.”

“Those lights?” asked Emma.

“Small farms,” said Khandros. “Argos has been settled for more generations than any can remember, and no corner of it is not claimed and cultivated by some enterprising soul. Grapes, wine, dates, olives, wool, and mutton are exported in great quantities, along, of course, with the goods created by the many artisans in Argossy proper. The mines in Mount Thraxos - the tallest peak in the center of the island - give forth an endless wealth of gold and tin. They are the reason for Argossy’s wealth and power.”

We watched in silence as the island’s dark bulk slid ever closer. Senca’s commands saw the sail carefully managed so we cut close to the coast, skimming over shoals. At last, he gave the order to tighten some ropes, which saw the boom come sweeping over the deck; the whole ship heeled to the right as it filled with the night breeze.

Slowly we turned and speared right at the island, and for long, agonizing seconds I thought Senca meant to shatter his ship against the pale cliffs that reared above us. However, at the last, he gave a curt order; Khandros and another furled the sail, while Karios, Senca, and the two other sailors extended oars into the waters, pulling mightily to bring the ship curving around a vertical fold in the cliff. Beyond it lay a pale beach, gleaming like an arc of bone under the light of the rising moon. 

The ship barely cleared the cliffs that rose on either side. A moment later Senca leaped up to hurl the anchor overboard, the thick rope unspooling rapidly in the surprisingly deep channel before going taut.

The whole ship groaned as its momentum was checked, timbers creaking and adjusting, then we grew still but for the surging waves that rushed past us and onto the beach.

“There,” said Senca with obvious pride. “A neater landing you couldn’t have asked for.”

“We’ll have to swim to the shore,” said Khandros, gathering the last of the sail into a thick bundle. “Senca can’t risk going any closer for fear of being trapped by the tide.”

I peered over the railing. The waters were dark, the waves fierce, but the distance a mere thirty or so yards to the bone-white beach. “Not a problem. I can fly us over there one by one.”

“Even better!” said Khandros with amusement. “Where common men must swim like eels, the Savior soars like an eagle. All is well with the world.”

“Father, I want to come,” said Karios, voice quavering with intensity.

“We’ve spoken of this,” said Khandros kindly. “You stay with Senca. With any luck, I’ll see you in a couple of days at the Port of Kaleos.”

“And if something happens to you?” Karios’s tone was defiant. “Who will guide them across the island? Who will see them safely into Argossy?”

“Would that be you?” asked his father.

“You’ve never even been to Argos,” said Senca from the rear of the ship. “Who would guide you, boy?”

Karios licked his lower lip, glancing from one of us to the next. “I am of the archipelago; I can navigate the island better than they can.”

“No, boy,” said Khandros. “Your mother near left me when I insisted you come. She’d have my head if she ever learned I let you come to shore. Stay with Senca. I will see you soon.”

“But Father -”

“Enough!” All humor was gone from Khandros’s voice, and in that word, I heard the severe command of the soldier he had once been. “Now.” He turned to me. “When you are ready, Savior.”

I tapped into Manipura, boosted my strength a fraction, and, after bidding farewell to those who would stay behind, flew my companions and Khandros over the choppy waters of that goblet bay to alight on the fine sand. It took me less than ten minutes, and I felt barely drained when done; I’d come a long way since discovering flight back in Ghogiel, I reflected, when even a few minutes would leave me exhausted.

There were no words. Shouldering our packs, we followed Khandros up the narrow path that zigzagged along the cliff face. We soon lost sight of the sea as we turned inland, following a ravine until it smoothed out and we emerged into a rocky hillside. The moon was rising ever higher, but there were enough trees and scrub brush growing amidst the worn boulders that we mostly moved in deep shadow.

 Imogen paused every few minutes to check for danger, kneeling and placing her hand on the ground, but each time she rose she gestured for us to proceed. Khandros led the way, sighting for landmarks whenever he hesitated, gauging our direction by the stars and the dark peaks in the island’s center.

We skirted small farms, walked along the edges of fields, and occasionally crossed more inhospitable stretches of land that defied cultivation. The air was dry and chill, but movement kept us warm. Nobody spoke. Everybody was on alert, and though we trusted in Imogen’s power, still we watched the shadows; I wasn’t the only one to occasionally glance behind.

We marched for four or five hours. The moon arced across the left side of the heavens, her passage surprisingly fast; other than surprising a herd of wild pigs who had rooted down in a dusty glade for the night, we saw and were seen by nobody.

My mind wandered as we marched. I thought of Neveah, and how I’d yet to communicate with her since she’d departed back in Ur-Gharab. I thought of Morgana and her conceit, thought of our battle with the wardens back in Elleria, reviewing the fight and trying to determine what we could have done differently.

But mostly, I worried at the sense of being manipulated, guided like sheep through a run, herded by invisible forces that held us in contempt. I thought on the journey that lay before us, the five lords and ladies of Lilith we had to defeat, the lands we had to cross, and how, inevitably, we’d be worn down by ever greater challenges till we were forced to accept Morgana’s help. My soul rebelled at the thought even as my mind failed to furnish other options. 

The deer trail Khandros was following began to rise, winding its way up a sprawling field of dusty olive trees. At last, we crested a ridge, from whose top we were able to gaze over the great city of Argossy.

It was deep into the night, but even at this hour, the city was alive. Torches and braziers burned here and there across its expanse, illuminating the facades of important buildings, or marking where people traversed the city. 

Like Elleria, the city sprawled out on a broad mountain slope that descended to the genuinely impressive docks, extensive enough to accommodate what looked like sixty triremes alongside countless smaller craft. All of it was made of stone, faced with long, official-looking buildings fronted by an endless forest of columns. Streets curled and speared their way through the city without much logic; I saw countless trees growing amongst the buildings, which in turn seemed to have sprouted up everywhere without plan.

An alien tower speared up from its center, rising perhaps twenty stories tall, slender like a silver needle. The higher up the slopes I looked, the grander the buildings, until at last I gazed upon what looked like a temple complex. Several levels of polished stone were connected by broad ramps, decorated by statues on pedestals, ornate archways, pools of water; and finally, the temple itself, which looked for all the world like the Parthenon back home. 

“That’s where Khalistria resides,” whispered Khandros, pointing toward the complex, “along with most of her wardens. Don’t be deceived. The complex is said to descend deep into the earth, each level revealing another, where treasures and horrors are stored in equal measure.”

“Sounds lovely,” said Brielle. “And that tower?”

“The Druach tower?” Khandros considered the silver needle. “New construction. A decade old. It’s where their airships dock when they punch through from other worlds.”

“No airship now,” I said.

“No,” agreed Khandros. “They come rarely to Aegeria, though the Druach have agents here. But no matter, let us focus on the challenge at hand: the city gates will be closed, so we’ll make camp and approach at dawn. Join the stream of farmers and traders who cross the isle to make use of the markets, and with a little luck slip inside Argossy without much trouble.”

I rubbed at my jawline. “You really think we’ll pass as traders?”

I could see the flash of Khandros’s white teeth as he grinned. “Once our story would have been suspect. But in this cosmopolitan age, when Morathi and others from far worlds walk our shores in great numbers? Especially here, in Argossy, with its own Druach tower? We have a good chance of being left alone. You will wield authority for appearing as an outsider. With enough confidence, you will convince the guards to leave you well enough alone, lest they make the mistake of bothering important outsiders returning from a survey of the island’s hinterlands.”

“We’ll enact our plan come dawn,” I said. “But for now, we should rest up. Tomorrow’s going to be long.”

Imogen dropped to a knee, placing her hand upon the ground. A moment later she looked up, the moonlight flashing off the lens of her broken glasses. “There’s an abandoned hut not far from here. One wall has fallen in, but otherwise, it seems sound. Also, a small gulley a few hundred yards back the way we came. Sandy bottom. Might be where flash floods flow through after a heavy rain.”

“The gulley,” said Khandros. “Any building, no matter how ruined, might be checked by Khalistria’s seers over the course of the night.”

“I knew I’d miss Emelias’s estate,” said Brielle, hitching her pack higher up her shoulder. “I just didn’t realize I’d miss it so soon.”

“Once a spoiled princess, always a spoiled princess,” said Valeria with a smile.

“It’s not my fault I appreciate the finer things in life,” said Brielle with a sniff. “Had you not been raised in a stable, you might do the same.”

“Best we get going,” I said to Khandros, “before this gets out of hand.”

“I was raised in a nunnery,” said Valeria. “Yes, our rooms were simple, but then so were our needs. And now, unlike some, I can go a night without a feather mattress and silk sheets.”

“As can the beasts in the field,” said Brielle, “but you don’t see me envying their simplicity.”

We began to follow Imogen as she led the way back down the far side of the ridge. 

“Say what you will,” said Valeria. “But who will be smiling in her sleep an hour from now, while the other twists and curses?”

“I know, I know,” said Brielle. “Alas. My sophistication is my own burden. At least I carry it graciously, and in doing so, inspire others to greatness.”

I couldn’t help but grin as I watched Valeria shake her head in disbelief. 

“Best give it up,” said Emma from the back of the group. “You’ve stumbled into Brielle’s arena of death. The only way to survive is to lie down and place your hands on your head.”

“I never give up,” said Valeria. “Especially not to delicate princesses.”

“Then it was nice knowing you,” said Emma with a snort. “Though I thought you advised me before to always pick the right weapon for the fight?”

“You’re right,” said Valeria. “I should be arguing my point with an ax.”

“Peace,” I said. “Have we all forgotten we’re in enemy territory? Let’s simmer down and focus on getting to our campsite before axing each other.”

Imogen led us with the confidence of someone who’d grown up amongst these hills to the gulley, and there we scrambled down the rocky sides to the sandy bottom. 

“The walls are steep enough that we could light a fire and not be seen,” said Valeria, glancing up at the star-smeared sky above us. 

“Best not risk it,” I said. “I’ll take first watch. We’ve only six, maybe five hours till dawn. We’ll take it in two-hour shifts. Valeria, you good to go after me?”

The blond warrior nodded as she unstrapped her bedroll from the bottom of her pack. “You know it.”

“Then catch some sleep, everyone. Who knows when next we’ll be able to rest?”

The crew was seasoned, and in perhaps five minutes the gulley was silent but for the dark shapes packed tightly together along the gulley floor. I found a nook halfway up one side where I could sit and observe both approaches to our spot. The night was silent, the air chill, but my skin felt warm still from the days spent in the sun. 

There was silence but for the occasional cry of an animal close by. My cloak smelled of the sea. Only the passage of the moon keyed me into how much time had passed. My thoughts chased themselves ceaselessly, just as they had done aboard Senca’s ship. Finally, I rose, awoke Valeria, and slipped into her warm bedroll. I bundled my cloak beneath my head, but instead of falling asleep, lay staring into the dark.

Something was troubling me.

What?

I closed my eyes, sinking deep into my reservoir.

I descended down past the slumbering emerald mass of Anahata, past the closed glory of Manipura. Reaching the center of the golden filament from which lines extended to the closed apertures of my companions, I hovered there.

I studied the burning lines that led to Emma, Brielle, and Imogen, then followed, instead, the one that led to Neveah’s portal, willing it to open.

Steeling myself, I peered within.

There she floated, curled up into a ball, Morghothilim plunged through her chest. Her black hair was a corona about her naked form, all of which was near smothered by the corruption that coagulated about her.

Neveah, I pulsed at her. Neveah, can you hear me?

Nothing. 

I bit my lower lip. The corruption had to be keeping her from hearing me. Or was she choosing not to respond? Where was she? Had she managed to follow us to the islands? Was she still trapped back in Ur-Gharab? How would we coordinate and meet-up? How could I cleanse her of this taint, restore her to her original power and purity?

I don’t know for how long I hung there, but finally, I floated back, allowing the aperture to close.

I drifted down to Muladhara, crossing my legs and forcing myself to relax as I focused on that great flower. My original sanskara, the source of my security and ability to defend myself. I strained myself to go over Imogen’s meditation techniques until my power flowed down into the sanskara’s great heart, which unfurled, petals peeling back, revealing that bed of teeming rubies. 

A great and powerful wave of safety and love washed over me, a primal state of wellbeing. Tension bled away. Questions I couldn’t answer grew silent. I lost myself in the process of refining and cleansing my magic, until at last, I was simply cycling pure magic back into its ruby heart.

When I opened my eyes, I felt better, but still my gaze strayed to Neveah’s aperture. Even Muladhara couldn’t remove my doubts. 

With a sigh, I released my reservoir, and simply stared at the inside of my eyelids. Lying there, I could feel the stones beneath Valeria’s bedroll. They didn’t bother me any. I suppose I was becoming one of Brielle’s beasts of the field. 

I waited, but sleep refused to come. I hovered in that deep darkness, which slowly resolved itself into a dull, endless plain, a desert of umber stretching away beneath a maroon sky. All of it was barely intelligible in the darkness, but over it two blazing eyes opened, each as vast as the moon, to gaze down at me in consideration.

The owl eyes, the witness to my struggles, the force of nature to which I’d appealed numerous times throughout my journey, despite the sense of cruel disdain they gave. The eyes of a predator surveying its prey.

I gazed fearlessly up at those eyes. 

Are you the Source?

There was no response. The eyes began to fade away.

What are you? I tried to float toward them, but though I moved, my comprehension of the distance proved illusory. The eyes remained far and vast, so I felt like someone trying to reach the moon by leaping into the sky. 

They withdrew further, growing dim.

Can you help Neveah? Can you help me cleanse her?

Then they paused, as if in the act of turning away. Focusing once more, they narrowed, considering me. 

I felt like a mouse who had dared squeak to draw the attention of a great barn owl.

Help us, I said. I’ll do anything to cleanse her.

It spoke not, but my words seemed to hang in the air as if questioned and probed by those eyes. Then I felt a sudden rush of emotions, and the eyes were gone.

I was left quivering and alone in that endless dark, trying to parse what had just happened, what I’d just felt. Amusement? More cruel disdain? Curiosity? Or had I imagined it all?

I opened my eyes, staring up at the stars. 

I’d never told anybody about those eyes, I realized. Not even Imogen. Why not? Tomorrow I would. I’d find a moment to ask her what she knew about them.

So resolved, I finally fell into a slumber, deep and dreamless.

 

* * *

 

Khandros awoke us just before dawn, shaking me awake by the shoulder before moving to where Brielle lay. I rose, rubbing my eyes clear, then sat with the others in a silent circle, chewing on strips of cured salted mutton and dried fruit. Ten minutes later, we were marching down the ridge toward the road that led to one of the city gates, already busy with traffic.

It consisted of carts, mostly, laden with vegetables for the markets, but a fair number of travelers on foot were also in evidence, most of them walking in small groups like ours.

We paused just before stepping onto the road so Brielle, Valeria, and Emma could draw forth scarves that the women of Elleria had gifted them, and cover their hair. We’d exchanged our woolen cloaks for ones of local cut; though we’d never pass close scrutiny, from a distance I hoped we’d not stand out too badly.

Khandros watched for an opening in traffic, leading us down the bank and out onto the road. It was unnerving to be out in the open, to be marching directly toward Argossy, but I forced myself to not glance around wildly. Instead, we walked calmly down the center of the road, talking idly to each other as we drew close to the line of traffic bottlenecked at the gate. 

A tax was being paid by everyone entering the city, and Khandros patted his money pouch, winking at me as we drew close. 

There was no conversation. Imogen was supposedly keeping pace with us a score of yards off the road, keeping out of sight; the plan was for her to use Harmiel at the last moment to slip into the city. 

What could go wrong?

The road was more of a sandy causeway that wound its way through a final jumble of boulders. Some of the mounds were easily thirty feet high, amongst which an impromptu market had sprung up to cater to the waiting travelers. Fringed awnings were strung overhead from rocks to afford shade to those in line before select booths, while cooking fires roasted delicacies, and common fare was placed on tables to tempt customers. Cypress trees grew along the way, and bright flowers tumbled down the rock faces, the smell of their blooms filling the air, mingling with the aromas of honeyed meat and the tang of dust.

We inched forward, scrutinized at every step; vendors watched us with narrowed eyes, while a patrol of guards who walked up and down the line nearly paused when they passed us by. They only resumed their walk when Khandros loudly asked if they wished to buy some of his wares. 

I wasn’t worried about a guard patrol. I wasn’t worried about the vendors, or the other travelers before and behind us that had begun to study us more closely.

I was worried about the practitioners of Hexenmagic. Morathi, who might read our minds or scry on us from a distance, who could even now be sounding the alarm and moving their people into place to spring a lethal ambush. 

Finally, the archway of the main gate loomed over us. The walls were built of white stone, crenelated at the top. The street beyond seemed exactly that which we’d just passed through, so the wall seemed almost arbitrarily placed - more stalls, more trees, more boulders. 

There were a dozen guards in attendance. They wore breastplates and armored skirts, held spears, and had shields slung over their shoulders. I studied them carefully as we drew close; they appeared at ease, bored even, and from this, I drew comfort.

Khandros stepped up when it was our turn.

“Blessings upon you,” he said energetically. “May the sun always warm your backs and the waves guide you to your destinations.”

“Name and purpose in the city?” drawled the guard, looking him up and down indifferently.

“Khandros of Elleria, returning from an exploratory circle of Argos in the hopes of drumming up new sources of goods to trade. My brother Senca is at the docks, awaiting my return.”

The guard pursed his lips, then slid his gaze to the rest of us. “And them?”

“Associates from another world.” We had agreed ahead of time to not attempt a disguise our origins. We’d never pass as locals. “Interested in the same. I gave them a tour of the island, showed them the quality of the olive oil, the wines. They are well pleased, and hopefully, we shall soon be negotiating terms.”

“Another world, hmm?” The guard didn’t seem impressed. “Do you have your papers, then, giving you rights to travel freely?”

Khandros froze, his smile growing strained, then he laughed. “We had them! But an accident with a bottle of wine - you know how it is. Surely there is no trouble?”

“If you do not have your papers, I must refer it to my captain. He will decide what happens next.”

The man was about to turn away, perhaps to call for another, when Khandros touched his elbow.

“Excuse my curiosity. But I recognize that spearhead. The double-cut at the top. Did you perhaps acquire it during the war against the Hemostii?”

The guard paused, eyes narrowing. “And if I did?”

“I thought so. Where did you serve?”

“On the Effregian coast.”

“Under General Pyloras? I was there as well, in the Vantrian Guard.”

The guard turned back. “You’re a Vantrian? Well, well.” He paused, considering. “You take part in the siege of Three Hills?”

“Of course not!” Khandros’s smile grew wider. “How could I, when that dung heap of a Hemostii general surrendered immediately?”

The guard smirked. “Indeed, indeed.”

“Listen. For old times’ sake, let me cut you in on the deal I am about to make. There is no need to tangle this matter up in bureaucracy and waste everybody’s time. Find Senca’s ship down at the docks when you come off duty, and we’ll arrange something to everybody’s satisfaction.”

The guard considered. 

Khandros’s smile was practically a weapon.

At last, the man nodded. “No sense in causing unnecessary trouble. Very well. Perhaps I’ll find you at the docks later for a drink.”

“Excellent, excellent, the rounds will be on me.” Khandros’s smile somehow widened, and he gestured to the rest of us to follow. “Until then, my friend!”

“Until then,” said the guard, stepping aside so we could file past. 

Heart pounding, not yet believing our luck, we followed Khandros through the gate and were almost through when another figure stepped in our way.

This was no guard, but rather a slight, elderly man in a rich tunic of deep purple, edged with geometric patterns in yellow. His pate was balding, his hair ivory, but his eyes were shrewd as he raised a wrinkled palm to stop our guide.

“A moment, good sir,” said the man, voice reedy and thin.

“Can I help you?” asked Khandros, clearly frustrated but doing his best to hide it.

“No, I don’t think you can. I have come to deliver a message, is all, from our most illustrious queen and ruler, Khalistria.”

My heart, which had been pounding moments before, seemed to seize up as my blood ran cold.

Valeria began to step out wide as Brielle dropped her hand to the hilt of her blade.

“Now, now, there’s no need for alarm,” said the man, smiling coldly. “A simple message is all, and we can be on our way. She welcomes you to her fair city, and bids you enjoy its riches. But she invites you to attend her tonight in her temple and will be most disappointed if you fail to come. Or attempt to attend, for the temple grounds may prove perilous to you and your companions. Still, you are brave, bold, and young, are you not? Surely a few hindrances won’t deter your ardor to please her.”

With that, he gave a shallow bow, then turned to walk away, hands linked behind his back.

Khandros stood frozen, dumbfounded, and it fell on me to clap his shoulder as I walked by, leading my companions out of the gateway.

A few minutes later, we gathered on a side street under a large palm tree growing in the corner of a tiny market. 

“And I thought things were going so well,” said Little Meow.

“Too well,” said Valeria. “Where did we go wrong?”

“My friends, I am so sorry,” said Khandros. He appeared genuinely distraught. “I truly believed this the best way to approach. I -”

“Peace,” I said, cutting him off with a raised hand. “You have our thanks. We agreed with every step of the plan. But we’re up against seers and who knows what else. There’s no guessing what they can do or where they noticed us. What’s done is done. Now we just have to figure out what to do next.”

“Plan our attack,” said Valeria grimly. “Against an enemy that is both overwhelmingly powerful and expects us.”

“It’s not fair,” said Emma. “I know I sound like a child, but why give us the pretense of a chance if they’re going to stack the deck so badly against us?”

Brielle scowled. “That’s why they were so smug. That’s why Obui and Jevenna no doubt were defeated. They don’t pretend to be fair.”

“Well, they do pretend,” said Little Meow. “All that hospitality and training and so forth. But this is the last sphere before Malkuth. They have no intention of letting us succeed.”

“Regardless,” I said. “We have to attack that temple complex. Thing is, we don’t have to do it when expected. We could go once Imogen joins back up with us, or tomorrow, or…”

“Won’t be easy,” said Valeria. “They’ve thirty wardens at their disposal, don’t they? If they’re anything like those in Elleria, we’ll never get to Khalistria.”

“So, we use some kind of trick, then,” I said. “I mean, that’s how the others got past her, right?”

Valeria turned to consider the temple complex that was being burnished by the rising sun, its dozen terraces of white stone, ramps gleaming as if freshly washed. “If the portal is within the temple, or worse, buried deep underground in some basement level - and Khalistria plants herself before it - then no amount of trickery will get us past her.”

“Pelleas began a battle in the docks,” said Brielle. “Obui charmed her, right? While Jevenna turned herself in and then somehow escaped. Khalistria will be wary of such tactics. We’ll have to think of something new.”

“Great,” I said. 

“Let us head down to the docks,” said Khandros. “We can meet with my son and cousin and plan from there.”

“Fair enough,” I said. “Best to plan on water, at any rate.”

“If that belief is even true,” said Brielle bitterly. 

Imogen joined us en route, having taken the time to acquire a voluminous, hooded cloak the color of sand. While an oddity to wear in the heat, it was better than walking around in her French Maid’s costume. I gestured for her to follow, and soon we crossed into the great port.

It was turning into another beautiful day; the scent of the sea combined with that of drying fish, the acrid stench of hot tar, and the aromatic smoke coming from local stalls. We crossed the broad docks, making our way past dozens of war galleys and trading ships, till the dramatic arrival of a small vessel arrested us in our tracks.

One moment the entrance to the bay was serene, a picturesque expanse of azure waves, and the next moment an explosion of foam marked the arrival of a dark gray ship. Its momentum slowed and came to a stop as it appeared from nowhere, huge waves rolling forth to cause even the larger galleys to rock in their moorings.

“Where did that come from?” asked Emma. 

Others along the dock had paused to regard the new ship, but quickly resumed their activities; not a novelty, then.

“Druach island hopper,” said Khandros pensively. “They use some variation of their portal technology to hop from island to island without crossing the sea in between.”

The gray vessel looked like a speedboat from back home on Earth; a long, streamlined front bow, with a smaller cabin in the back. A rumble sounded as some manner of engine came to life, and the boat began to cut through the water toward the docks, gleaming and alien amidst the other wooden ships.

“Can it leave Aegeria?” I asked. “Take us to another realm or world?”

“No,” said Khandros, dark amusement registering on his features. “It can take you back to Elleria in the blink of an eye, but that is all.”

“Useful,” said Imogen as we began to walk once more. “But not to us. We’re already where we need to be.”

“These Druach are fascinating,” said Emma. “I mean, they’ve mastered portal technology, right? That must make them incredibly powerful.”

Khandros spat. “All they desire is wealth, luxury, and sybaritic lifestyles. They don’t contest the Morathi for power. They just exploit those without the ability to traverse worlds to their own ends.”

I turned to sight up the length of the Druach tower. “How often do their airships come through?”

Khandros shrugged. “You think the Druach share their schedules with handsome veterans from Elleria?”

We walked on in silence. I couldn’t help but keep glancing at the Druach island hopper as it nosed up to a private pier. Frustration mounted within me. It was too late to avail myself of its powers, and the portal to the next realm lay within Khalistria’s temple, not down here on the docks. 

It was best to put it from my mind.

“There,” said Khandros, pointing. “Senca’s ship!”

It was moored off a stone pier near the far end of the dock.

“Wait,” said Little Meow, putting a hand on my shoulder. 

We all stopped. 

“What is it?” I asked.

“On deck. See? Looks like soldiers.”

I frowned and saw she was right. We were still perhaps a city block away, but I could make out two men in guard’s clothing standing on the deck with Senca.

“Has he been arrested?” asked Khandros. “We must help him!”

“Doesn’t look like he’s been arrested,” said Emma, peering through the crowd. “He’s standing with his hands on his hips, talking to the men.”

“Perhaps it is just an inspection?” Valeria turned dubiously to Khandros. “Checking out his goods?”

“No, that is done by agents of the harbormaster and their scribes. They tally goods against the master inventory list, and it takes some time. Two guards alone? Very strange.”

“What do we do?” asked Emma, turning to me.

“Let’s watch a little longer,” I said. “Come on, let’s get out of the open.”

I led our group back a distance, then up a side street, cutting around the back and moving down another that opened close to Senca’s ship. The two guards were still in evidence, but up close I could read Senca’s expression more clearly.

Concern. Worry. Tension. He laughed when the guards made a joke, but frequently cut his gaze to the shore to scan the crowd.

“What do you make of it?” I asked Khandros.

“I don’t know. Very strange. The guards don’t seem to be in a hurry to leave.”

Indeed, the pair moved to stand at the railing, where they crossed their arms and relaxed.

“I’ll approach,” said Imogen. “I’ll tell the guards to leave with Psyche-Imperium, and then see what your cousin has to say.”

“All right,” I said. “We’ll be ready to move in if anything goes wrong.”

Imogen pulled her hood low over her head and stepped out into the sunlight. We watched in silence as she crossed over to the pier, walking down to the lowered gangplank.

The guards observed her approach with idle curiosity. Senca, however, moved to stand beside them.

Imogen boarded the ship. The guards approached, calling out a challenge. She spoke to them, and they stiffened, then together marched past her to walk down the pier, past where we hid, before disappearing into the crowd.

“Fucking Psyche-Imperium,” Valeria said. “I love it as long as it’s not being used on me.”

Imogen was confronting Senca, who was shaking his head, hands raised. They spoke briefly, then he sank to his knees.

“Shit,” said I said. “Come on. Valeria, watch our backs.”

We hurried down the docks together, and Senca let out a wail when he saw Khandros. This only prompted our friend to run the last few yards and leap up the gangplank to confront his cousin.

“Where is Karios?”

“Cousin, wait, I had no choice -”

Khandros grabbed Senca by the shirt and lifted him bodily to his feet. “Where is my son?”

“Taken,” said Senca, voice quavering. “Along with the others.”

“And you? Why did you stay behind? Who were those guards? What happened, Senca, damn you!”

“He betrayed us,” said Imogen coldly. “I just forced him to admit it.”

Khandros released his cousin as if burned. Stepping back, his eyes grew wide, face blank with shock. “He what?”

Senca took a step back, beginning to turn as if intent on racing to the railing and diving into the water below.

“Stop,” said Imogen, voice turgid with power, and Senca froze in place. “Answer our questions honestly. What did you tell them?”

Sweat broke out across Senca’s tanned brow. “Everything.”

“And Karios?” Khandros took a step forward, hand dropping to his blade. “Where did they take him?”

Senca struggled against Imogen’s magic, but finally relented with a gasp. “He has been taken to Khalistria.”

Khandros staggered if stabbed in the chest. 

“Why?” I asked. “Why betray us?”

Senca’s eyes rolled like those of a panicked horse. “Common sense, Noah. You don’t stand a chance. I negotiated for Elleria. We will be spared punishment in exchange.”

I rubbed my face as my thoughts roiled. 

“Fool,” whispered Khandros. “You have doomed us all.”

“No, cousin,” said Senca. “Don’t you see? Ementina, yourself, everyone will be safe now. Karios is being held in safekeeping, and he will be returned once Noah is gone; we can sail home together, we can bring word that the army won’t be sent to burn down our homes -”

In one fluid motion, Khandros drew his short stabbing blade and plunged it between Senca’s ribs. 

“No,” hissed Khandros, stepping in close as Senca’s eyes bugged out and his body contorted around the blade. “You will never return home. Not after this.”

With a savage jerk, he tore the blade free, and shoved Senca onto the deck.

Emma had her hand over her mouth. Little Meow took a step toward the mortally wounded sailor, then glanced at me.

I shook my head.

She stepped away.

“I’m sorry,” I said, the words sounding futile even in my own ears.

“My son,” said Khandros. “He’s just a boy. With Khalistria?” He looked up from his dying cousin to meet my eyes. “Save him, Noah. Please.”

I placed my hand on his shoulder. “I will.”

“We should go,” said Valeria. She was surveying the docks. I turned to do the same and saw horror on the expressions of those on the deck of the boat over. Nobody had shouted alarm yet, but it was only a matter of time. Maybe seconds.

“Follow me,” I said, and ran calmly down the gangplank, leaving behind the blood-soaked boards of the ship on which we’d spent so many tranquil days.

There was no time for thought, no time for agonizing. Shouts rang out after us and people pointed in alarm, but nobody moved to intercept. 

“I told the two guards to collect any others and lead them away from the docks,” said Imogen, jogging up alongside me, holding her hood in place with a gloved hand. “Should give us a few moments!”

“Good thinking!” I ran across the docks, up a set of shallow steps to a higher level, then down the same side street from which we’d peered at Senca what felt like hours ago.

“Khandros! Where to?”

“A -  a tavern, yes, a place where -” Pulled along by Valeria, he was clearly having trouble thinking, his face blank with shock.

“Tavern. Got it. Imogen?”

She paused, dropped to one knee, and planted her hand on the alley floor. 

The shouts were growing louder. A mob was growing.

“This way,” she said, and ran straight into the side of the closest house, tearing aside a tarp of hide to reveal another alley so narrow it was barely a crack. She plunged down this with confidence, so I followed, resisting the urge to draw my blade. 

The crack was so narrow I had to run with my shoulders twisted. Halfway down, Imogen stopped at a ladder bolted into the wall; climbing this, she scooted up as quickly as a squirrel. I did the same, barely able to wedge myself between the rungs and the wall. I cursed my idiocy and instead tapped Manipura, flying up cleanly, rising past Imogen to emerge in the brilliant air and step onto the flat roof.

I had a brief flash of impressions: a pergola draped with sun-bleached cloth, a man feeding doves and staring at us in surprise, and a brilliant bush of purple blooms.

Imogen ran across the rooftop without hesitation, leaped over the retaining wall, and continued across the neighboring building, which was built flush with the first. I rushed after, the others at our heels.

A broad beam of wood crossed over a street, the width six inches at most. Arms extended out to the sides, Imogen crossed over. Emma balked, eyes widening, then screwed her face up in determination, following. 

I swept my arms under Khandros’s and flew him across the street. 

He didn’t protest.

Once we’d gathered on the far side, Imogen led us across onto a fourth roof, flat as the others, then down a stairwell into a bustling street in whose crowd we lost ourselves, slowing our pace to a stately walk. 

“Let’s follow this up,” said Khandros, pointing ahead where the street climbed the slope toward the distant temple. “We’ll find a better-quality establishment halfway to the top.”

Forty minutes later, a bead of Little Meow’s gold saw us seated at a table on a rooftop restaurant, the sun’s intensity abated by drapes of faded red gauze woven through the rafters of a pergola. Beautiful vases surrounded us, painted with striking black patterns, holding bunches of flowers or billowing ferns. 

A stringed instrument played from below, and the low lull of conversation from the other patrons was sedate and decorous. 

We sat around a circular table placed in the corner with stunning views of the ceiling. The ocean glimmered below, while the temple complex loomed above. The sounds of the city rose all around us - the shouts of drovers to the bray of mules, the laughter of a crowd of women, the high-pitched cries of children chasing a leather ball. 

We accepted elegant clay cups of chilled wine, and it was with some sense of cognitive dissonance that I forced myself to relax; to accept a moistened cloth with which to wipe my brow and hands, and to accept that we were no longer being hunted by a mob.

Khandros sat stiffly across from me. His eyes strayed constantly to the docks below to search, no doubt, for his cousin’s ship. 

Brielle took command, ordering a feast, treating the servants with the calm authority of a princess born. Her manner and confidence assured the establishment that we could not only pay for these goods, but deserved to sit at the table as well. 

When finally all was ordered and we were left alone, nobody spoke. Little Meow dabbed a cloth under her mask, uncaring of how patrons from other tables glanced at her eccentricity. Emma sipped at her wine, face pale beneath her newly acquired tan. Valeria watched the door, while Brielle tapped her fingers along the length of her cup.

Only Imogen appeared utterly focused, brow furrowed, gaze lost in the middle distance. 

“We can assume we’re being watched,” she said. “I could perhaps try to extend Harmiel’s powers to protect all of us, but that would be… risky.”

“No,” I said. “We’re not going down that road. Let’s meet in my sanctum. We can converse safely there without being watched.”

“Excellent,” said Imogen.

“My friends,” said Khandros, “how will I know what is to be done?”

“Just keep watch for us out here,” I said. “We’re going to be unable to defend ourselves while we communicate. If anything happens, try shaking the shit out of me.”

“Very well,” said Khandros, slumping back in his chair.

“Give me a moment,” said Brielle, rising to her feet. “I’ve a pressing need to use the ladies’ room.”

“I’ll come with you,” said Emma, rising as well.

“As will I,” said Little Meow.

I sat back and stared up at the temple. It appeared splendid, sterile, desolate. Nobody walked its gleaming terraces, nor tended its huge urns filled with palms. There were four levels connected by ramps large enough for a Hummer to drive up. Freestanding arbors of stone were draped in luxurious flowering vines, and fountains dotted its expanse, the water rising high in the air to fragment into a thousand diamonds before falling back down.

What could we do? How to surprise an enemy that could watch our every move? How to fight someone that even Pelleas the Golden had avoided?

I tapped a finger to my lips as I considered, refusing to give in to doubt, to fear, to despair. There had to be a way. 

The Druach tower gleamed with sterile splendor in the morning sunlight. I could make out alcoves and portals along its upper reaches, where airships would no doubt dock. 

But no airship materialized.

Too bad. It would have been terribly convenient to hitch a ride over the temple, then drop down onto it from above, skipping the tiers of death. Or to find a way to portal in, stepping from here to Khalistria’s throne room or whatever in the blink of an eye. 

“Hey, Khandros,” I said. “The Druach. They got a land version of the island hopper? A way to cross over an island in the blink of an eye?”

“No,” said Khandros. “Not that I know of.”

“Huh,” I said, tapping my chin. “A shame.” I swiveled in my chair to gaze down at the harbor. I could barely make out the private pier where the Druach vessel was moored, gleaming like graphite in the brilliant sunlight. 

I paused. 

“What is it?” asked Valeria. 

“There’s a way to control the hopping, right?” I didn’t look away from the ship. “They pick their destination, then hop to it. Which means they can set how far they jump.”

“It stands to reason,” said Khandros.

I rose, moving to the roof’s retaining wall, then from the harbor to Khalistria’s temple. A straight line.

Excitement began to stir in my chest. “Imogen? Valeria? Let’s meet in my sanctum. Brielle and Emma can join us when they return.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Valeria, staring down at the harbor in confusion. “Are you…?”

I raised a finger to my lips and smiled. “Just meet me within. I think I’ve figured out an explosively ridiculous way to take control of this whole shitshow.”

 

Chapter 11

 

 

 

I sauntered out onto the docks. If my drawstring pants had pockets, I’d have used them. Practically whistling as I paused to inspect some drying nets, I turned to the old men who watched me with raised eyebrows, as if thinking, Now these are some fucking nets.

The sun was high overhead. The docks were bustling. I clearly didn’t get how old-school docks were supposed to work, because to my eye, sailors were constantly loading and unloading crates without ever achieving anything. Like a Sisyphean struggle - this ship unloaded, that ship loaded. Nobody ever went anywhere. 

Perhaps I just needed to hang out on the docks more.

Looking offensively casual, I mosied along, stepping over piles of fish guts here, out of the way of stevedores hauling crates there. I winked at a barmaid leaning out a window above me, and scowled at an urchin who fancied himself a pickpocket, drawing too near.

It was a beautiful day. The ocean a vibrant, heaving blanket of the deepest blue, the spray bashing itself up into the air off at the far end against some wharves where the water was deeper. Somewhere, someone was grilling meat. Laughter emanated from a knot of young men, crouching around a pair of dice in the shadow of a pitted bronze monument. 

If I’d been a tourist, I’d have been taking photographs left and right, planning where to get hammered over lunch. 

Instead, I turned and pretended to find myself surprised to be on the Druach pier. A couple of serious-looking guards stood just a few paces before the ship, blocking any approach. Hands rested on the pommels of their short, stabbing blades. Faces looked like slabs of meat that didn’t approve of being carved from the side of the cow. 

The ship itself was beautiful. It looked just like a speedboat, so incongruous against the other traditional ships as to almost be offensive. It rested lightly on the waters, with no obvious room for cargo, only a massive foredeck, like a toucan’s beak, with a tiny cabin in the back. Perhaps four people could cram inside the cabin to drink champagne and live the lives of the impossibly wealthy as they skipped around Aegeria. 

The crew was gone; only the guards were left behind to keep the curious away.

“That’s a strange-looking ship,” I said, sauntering up.

“Fuck off,” said one of the men, his face scrunched up as if he were fighting heartburn.

“Where’s the sail? Don’t see how it could get around without one.”

“This here’s a private pier,” said the second, voice little more than a bulldog’s growl. “Get your filthy feet off it or we’ll do the getting off it ourselves.”

We all paused.

“I don’t think that came out right,” I said.

“You know what I mean,” said the man, doubling down on the growl. 

“Sure, sure, I’m picking up what you’re putting down.” I raised my hands in the universal gesture of raising the roof. Or surrender, I guess. “It’s just that I’ve a message for you both from the ladies at the Iron Snake, you know? They’ve been watching you standing out here in the sun and feel so bad. They’re offering free drinks and a hand job to whichever of you visits them first.”

In the exact moment, their frowns turned from expressions of aggression to confusion, I hit each with a levenbolt. 

It was nothing fancy. Just a bolt from each palm, thick as my wrist, which lifted both off the pier and hurled them onto their backs four or five yards further down. 

I followed and crouched before them. I could dimly sense my companions streaming forth from the alley in which they’d been waiting. “Either of you know how to work this hopper?”

Both men groaned. One managed to roll on his side before giving up and returning to his back. 

“Guess I’ll have to figure it out myself.”

I stepped onto the gray craft. The cabin was as luxurious as I’d expected, paneled with walnut; the seats were upholstered with a gray suede that seemed impervious to saltwater. I inspected the controls as my friends hurried down the pier to bunch up just above me.

“And?” asked Brielle. 

“Looks good,” I said. “Uncle Marty used to take me out on his boat on Lake Erie in the summers in high school. He’d let me pilot it a little. I’m sure this is just the same.”

The wheel, at least, looked similar. Biting my lower lip, I stared at the gauges, then laid my hand on what had to be the throttles. They were two levers, not marked in red as I was used to, but pulled back toward me regardless. On the other side of the wheel was a large lever that I hoped was the clutch. It was up in the neutral position, which was good enough for me.

Brielle hopped down lightly to peer over my shoulder. “You sure about this?”

“Absolutely,” I said. There was no GPS, obviously – no VHF radio. A prominent little icon of the ship was embedded in the dash, gleaming silver. A black obsidian cube with the words Crookstone written across its surface, while an angled secondary panel along the right side of the cabin that looked like it should be covered in instruments but was instead completely blank.

“We’re running out of time,” said Imogen, delicately climbing down into the cabin. “I suggest we execute your plan now, Noah.”

“First we need everyone on board. And, ah, I don’t see any personal floating devices, so we can skip that part -”

Emma helped Little Meow down, then climbed in herself. With the five of us, the cabin was already tight. Khandros grimaced worriedly down the length of the pier toward the docks, where a large crowd was gathering, watching us with avid curiosity. “Room for one more?”

“Always room for one more,” I said absentmindedly, searching for a way to turn the ship on. There was no depth finder that I could see. The gauges were all blank and without any needles. What the fuck?

Khandros huffed and lowered himself down, squeezing in. 

“I don’t mean to pressure you,” said Brielle, “but you absolutely need to get this boat moving right now, Noah Kilmartin.”

“No pressure, got it,” I said. There was no keyhole, either. How to move astern? I pushed through my friends to the rear of the boat and stared down the back, trying to figure out what kind of propulsion system it had. One motor? Two?

The rear of the boat was a massive slate panel a foot thick, without any other features.

“No motors?” I asked in despair. “What the fuck?”

“Magic, obviously,” said Imogen, reaching out her hand to the panel. “It requires a practitioner to activate and control.”

“We need to go grab the pilot?” asked Valeria, who remained by the mooring ropes on the pier itself, carefully watching the crowd.

“No,” said Imogen. “Pass your hand over the panels. You can sense a flow, a pull, that indicates…”

She moved her gloved hand over the Crookstone cube, then followed it along the blank slate panel on the cabin’s right wall. “It flows through this, where it grows complicated, and then on to the rear…”

People moved aside for her so she could join me at the stern. “To this engine.”

“That’s a huge chunk of rock,” I said.

“No, it’s an incredibly potent engine,” she said. “It’s dormant. We need to wake it up.”

“Okay, fine. Let’s wake it up,” I said.

I heard shouts from the crowd, which parted to reveal an armed company of men in the same armor as the duo I’d knocked out. 

“Incoming,” said Valeria, tone tense.

Imogen moved back, hands outstretched, hands closed, frowning as she inspected the long slate panel. “Here, somewhere. No. Here.” She paused, hand over the Crookstone. “Here, I believe. It feels like a well. Perhaps…” She gave her head a sharp shake, setting her braids to dancing. “No time for analysis, I suppose. Let’s just start throwing magic at it.”

Her hand glowed with bluish light, which streaked from her fingertips into the Crookstone.

The ship rumbled to life. 

Ghostly needles of purple flame appeared in the gauges as panels manifested in wraithly fire along the right-hand block, indicating all kinds of information I couldn’t begin to guess at. From the rear of the boat came a low hum.

I shoved my way to the wheel, hesitated, and searched for a gear selector to move to reverse. There was nothing obvious.

“Here,” said Emma, leaning in and taking hold of the little ship icon. “Does this - yes!” She turned it about so that the prow was pointing behind us.

I moved the throttle to what I hoped was low power, and shouted to Valeria, “Cast us off!”

The company of armed guards were rushing up the pier, blades held before them. Valeria slashed through the mooring rope, ran down to the next one and cut it apart, then leaped onto the prow of the ship as it backed away from the pier into the bay.

The guards shouted their imprecations but lacked bows with which to make good their threats. A few men in robes turned and ran back to the docks, obviously intent on commandeering other vessels; a ragged cheer went up from the gathered crowd.

The rear engine was throbbing with power, pulling us back into the choppy waters of the bay; we were light enough to bob as we pushed through the waves. I tentatively pushed the throttle a little more and the engine gurgled happily, picking up speed.

“All right, Imogen,” I said. “Time to work a miracle. Figure out the hopping mechanism.”

“This is absurd!” She moved to the side panel where five displays had appeared in ghostly fire, studying each with fierce attention. “It’s a limited portal mechanism, which means the engine - does the engine open the portal, or simply power us through it?”

“I’d wager there’s a separate mechanism for that,” said Little Meow, squirming through the press of bodies to stand beside her. “See here? Conduits - almost like ley-lines - going from that little cube through the panel to the rear. But not quite the engine -” She hurried to the back to study the rear stone panel. “No, it doesn’t go to the engine itself. It goes into something locked within the back of the ship.”

“Under here?” asked Brielle, and with the pommel of her blade, she smashed a lock, pulling up a walnut inlaid lid that ran along the back just before the engine.

“Yes… will you look at that,” said Little Meow, her wonder nearly lost under the growl of the ship’s engine.

“Look at what?” I shouted back at them.

“An artifact of some kind. Imogen?”

“It’s definitely an artifact,” said Imogen, joining her and bending over the hidden wonder. “Puts me in mind of the manifold. See here? Half-solid, half-mystical conduits. It looks like… perhaps it charges the artifact up? Builds a potential for… but if so, then where does the charge… the Crookstone?”

Several small crafts were putting out from various piers and wharves, loaded with soldiers armed with bows. A half-dozen were casting off, the hands expert, oars spearing out to sink into the waters and churning at the waves with furious energy.

“We’re still tight on time,” I called out. “We’ve got ships coming our way.”

Imogen pushed her way to my side and crouched down to study the Crookstone intently. “A magic sink. Interlacing coils, so that it drains ambient… but that’s too slow a process. It must have been exhausted coming in. Limitations on how often it can be used. Unless we can charge it ourselves. Little Meow, watch the panels, see what changes when I do… this.”

She extended her hand again to pour blue magic into the Crookstone, which drank it up, sucking the light down into its black heart like a vortex.

“Here,” said Little Meow, shouldering Khandros aside to position herself before a panel. “This one is changing. Slowly. I can see levels rising. This line here might be a minimum required? If so, we’re at one-fifth of what we need.”

Imogen placed both hands before the Crookstone and increased the amount of power she was dumping into it.

“Better!” called out Little Meow. “But still slow! It will take too long at this rate!”

The ships were maneuvering; some turned, others arced out to show us their broadsides. I pushed the throttle and we picked up even more speed, reversing powerfully through the waves.

“Levels are going down!” shouted Little Meow.

I eased up on the throttle with a curse. 

“Here,” I said, moving my hand down to Little Meow’s own. “Tell me what to do so I can help.”

Imogen’s words were terse. “Just bond with Muladhara, but instead of pouring your magic into its sacred heart, focus on the Crookstone instead.” 

I’d never have been able to do this before. I closed my eyes for a moment, sinking deep into my reservoir, and bonded with the great fleshy flower so its petals spread wide. Opening my eyes, I saw the ocean, Argossy spread out before me; with one hand above the Crookstone, I poured my magic into its alien heart as I guided the ship back through the waves.

The ship needed raw power to operate? I had raw power aplenty. Golden light streamed from my palm, and I felt the filament that ran through the center of my reservoir resonate as if plucked. 

“Better!” Little Meow’s shout was tight with excitement. “Much better! I’d say - five minutes?”

“We don’t have five minutes,” said Valeria, raising her crossbow, bolt laid down in the groove. “Those captains know what they’re doing. Unless we get out of the bay, we’re going to be flanked.”

The ships were paddling with oiled intensity, the oars dipping into the waves in perfect unity, drawing the boats out on both our sides faster than I’d have thought possible. Each had a dozen archers at the ready, short bows raised, arrows nocked at the strings.

“Emma,” I called out. “Ward up!”

Our cabin was immediately encased within an emerald bubble. Brielle’s crimson one reinforced it, capturing the far side of the cabin where Emma’s failed to reach – and just in time. A cry rang out, and a storm of shafts sped through the air to slam into the glowing curvatures. 

The wards held. The arrows rebounded, splintering as if they’d hit stone.

“A third of the way there!” called out Little Meow. 

“Time to start making our way to the ramp,” I said, killing the throttle just before turning the icon around to face forward once more. Upon this, I eased the throttle up again. 

We slowed, wallowed, then lurched forward, leaving a wake of spume coiling behind us in the artificially becalmed waters. 

More arrows hailed down upon the cabin, a few sticking into the body of the boat before us. 

“Holding up?” I yelled out.

“I can do this all day,” Emma shouted back. 

My arm felt like it was melting into honey, the power coursing through me at a terrible rate.

We nosed forward, and I turned the wheel to angle us toward the stone ramp I’d selected earlier. Mossy green timbers were bolted down its length, and an empty berth of some kind rested at the top, where, perhaps, ships could be suspended to have their hulls tended to. Honestly, I didn’t know what the complex cradle of timbers and ropes were really for and didn’t give a fuck.

All I needed was that ramp.

The air was riven by a thunderous crack, and a bolt of lightning shattered the sunlight, flaring out over the waters to impact Emma’s ward.

She screamed and her ward went down. 

Immediately a score of arrows fell upon us, only to be rebuffed as Valeria raised her arm and pushed her ward out with a cry of effort.

It was a meager construct compared to Emma’s glorious sphere, but it was enough; between hers and Brielle’s, the deluge of arrows was repelled.

“Emma?” I shouted, turning back to see where she’d fallen into Khandros’s arms.

“All right,” she said, blinking dazedly. “Just… what the fuck was that?”

“Magus,” said Brielle. “That ship there. Valeria?”

“On it,” said the golden-haired warrior, raising her crossbow as beads of sweat ran down her brow. 

“Halfway there!” shouted Little Meow.

More arrows hailed down upon us, then Valeria squeezed off her shot, the crack of the bolt explosive as it flew through her ward to speed over the waves. Skimming over their peaks, it slammed into a robed figure on the closest ship, his hand raised and scintillating with electricity.

The force of the bolt sent him flying off the far side of his ship into the bay.

“Fuck yeah!” I yelled, fighting the urge to slam the boat into full throttle. Instead, frustration rising within me, I teased it up just a little so we began to lightly skim forward back toward the docks.

“Here,” said Emma, moving forward to place her hand beside mine and Imogen’s. “Valeria’s got the wards – right, Valeria?”

“Working on it,” said the blond warrior grimly. 

“We’ve got it,” said Brielle, placing a hand on her shoulder.

Emma closed her eyes, and a moment later her magic flowed through to join our streams, reinforcing them with surprising vigor. 

“They’re going to ram us!” shouted Khandros.

I looked around wildly. Four of the boats were slowly turning to face us directly.

“What? They’ll be too late!”

“No - they are good at this! We must move!”

Sure enough, the ships turned with surprising agility, and the rowers went to eleven as they bent over their oars, sending their vessels shooting toward us.

“Fuck!” I pushed the throttle forward, giving the ship more juice, and she complied with a purr, smooth as milk; we began to ease forward and out of the trap.

“Three-quarters!” shouted Little Meow.

“More wizards!” Brielle pointed at a bald woman in the same gray robes as the other, standing like an avenging Valkyrie on the prow of one vessel. Black clouds were swirling around her fist.

“On it!” Valeria hauled the crossbow wire back, locked it, loaded the bolt, and lifted it to her shoulder.

She loosed her bolt just as the woman flung forth a streaming river of black smoke. 

Valeria’s bolt cut right through the heart of the attack, only to be swatted aside by a flare of the woman’s crimson ward. The smoke, however, gathered around the twin wards, which immediately began to sizzle and pit as if drenched in acid.

“Can’t hold it!” screamed Brielle, sinking to one knee. “It hurts!”

“Fuck,” grunted Valeria, closing one eye as she sagged. “Going to give!”

“Little Meow!” I turned back to her. “We gotta let her rip!”

“We’re close - and how are we judging the jump?”

Imogen tore herself away from the Crookstone and staggered over the side panel, placing her hand on two of the burning schematics.

“Ward’s giving!” shouted Brielle. A huge swathe of burning black smoke was starting to leak through directly overhead.

I didn’t want to even think what it’d do to our flesh if it burst through.

“Fuck it,” I said, and slammed the throttle to max. 

The ship jolted out from under us like a startled deer; half the crew fell back into a mess at the rear of the cabin. I held onto the wheel as I cut to port, angling out wide to slide into a correction that’d have us aimed right at the ramp. 

Arrows were still raining down upon us. Brielle’s scream was rising in pitch as she flung both hands skywards, straining to keep the black smoke at bay. 

“Losing power!” screamed Little Meow. “Down to three-quarters!”

I leaned over the wheel, turning it at just the right time so we slid into place, the ramp right ahead of us, people racing away along the docks. We were going fast. Impossibly fast - the boat cut through the waves like a knife, the shock of each impact resonating through the hull, so fast we barely skimmed over the water.

“Hold on!” I roared as the ramp came rushing up. “Little Meow, activate the hopper in three -!”

“I don’t know how!”

“Like this,” shouted Imogen, both hands exploding into balls of eye-piercing lightning. She raised both coruscating fists high into the air.

“Two!” The ramp was racing right up, and for a split second, I saw with perfect clarity the boat slamming into the ramp so hard we’d explode into a million fragments. 

“I can’t!” shrieked Brielle, falling to the floor. Black smoke came boiling down, and my companions began to scream.

“One! Hit it!”

Imogen let out a cry so galvanizing, it eclipsed everything else; then she plunged both fists into the panel, unleashing everything she had.

We hit the ramp.

The impact was tremendous, the whole body of the ship flexing, scraping; we tore up its length along the log runners, blasting up at forty-five degrees, the magical engine propelling us up the incline just as it did across the water. 

The air before us began to ripple, to shimmer. We flew up over the edge of the ramp, straight into the air, the prow of the ship aimed at the distant temple. For a second, we simply speared through the air, higher and higher, the frozen masses on the docks staring in wonder. Then the shimmer became a portal, and we left the sun-drenched world of ocean and burning smoke for -

- blue cerulean skies. We burst out into the air high above a gleaming marble platform. There was no time for orientation - all I could see was a huge marble dome supported by pillars right before us. A split second before impact.

I screamed and rammed forth my ward, enveloping us all within the cabin in scintillating platinum. 

Then the Druach craft hammered into the cupola at top speed.

Wood and stone exploded in all directions, folding around my ward even as I grasped hold of Manipura and flooded my body with strength and resilience. Terrible forces tore at me, seeking to dislodge my ward from where it was centered, wrenching me forward. Masonry erupted before me, my companions contained within the platinum glow.

The Druach vessel burst clear out the far side of the dome, a mangled mess, falling apart midair. For a moment, we were suspended in the air, encased in my protective bubble - then we, too, fell, crashing to the ground within the remains of the cabin.

The impact drove the air clear out of my lungs; I felt something terrible happen to my left leg. The world went away, but I reached out with my will and brought it back into focus, not caring about pain, about the delirious agony that was rising from my leg. 

My ward was down. Around me groaned my companions. Masonry was still toppling down from the ruined cupola, crashing onto the marble landing. A cluster of guards was gaping at us. 

I had to take care of them, but my leg - I stared down at my shin. The bone had not just snapped, but sheared around, tearing the flesh. Splinters of bone were visible under the gushing blood; my foot was nearly torn off where it’d been trapped under a plank.

“Don’t stand gaping, you idiots!” The voice came from a million miles away. “Kill them!”

“Fuck you will,” muttered Imogen beside me, levering herself up, glasses askew on her pert nose. She raised a palm and raked the approaching guards with lightning. 

They screamed, blasting back in quick succession.

Imogen’s head slumped down.

“Here,” said Little Meow, crawling over and placing her hands on my leg. 

I bit back a scream.

The pain intensified somehow; I blacked out, only to claw my way back, refusing to fall unconscious. Bone splinters slid under my skin, my leg twisted itself back into shape, and I felt my bone fuse, muscle knitting together, skin smoothing over. 

Emma was working on Brielle. Valeria was climbing to her feet, one shoulder lower than the other, blade in hand. 

“There,” gasped Little Meow.

Manipura tore me free of the wreckage immediately, lifting me on a cloud of air. I willed myself to turn in a circle, Shard extended, so I could scythe down the second wave of guards who were rushing over the bodies of the fallen.

Golden light severed limbs and decapitated bodies; sprays of blood flooded out over the pale marble.

A dozen men dropped before I was done. For a moment I hung there, taking in the sight. We’d done it. The docks were a faint line far below on the edge of the glittering bay, while all Argossy lay before me. It tumbled down steep roads and avenues, a mass of gorgeous mansions that gave way to humbled homes and finally slums, the Druach Tower an anomaly in the center.

Most importantly, a dozen terraces lay below us, the gauntlet through which we were supposed to have run come nightfall. A complex filled with hundreds of soldiers and Morathi, who were even now staring up at me in shock and confusion.

One thing was immediately obvious - there was no way we’d have been able to fight our way through that mass. Thirty magic users like the two we fought back in Elleria, along with hundreds of elite guards, and the Source knew what else? 

No way.

With a sliding, grinding roar, the cupola fell, the remnants of the dome collapsing into its foundations, sending up plumes of white dust.

Beyond it was revealed a lodge of sorts, colonnaded and open to the elements, within which an altar was heaped with burning flesh, and before which a great set of stairs descended into the earth.

I dropped to the ground. Brielle had risen to her feet, pale but otherwise unhurt. Little Meow was helping Valeria with her shoulder, while Emma pulled Khandros to his feet. Imogen was swaying, black hair turned gray by the dust, but damn it, if we weren’t all standing.

“Report,” I called out, ignoring the pain that still throbbed in my freshly healed leg.

“Fine,” said Brielle. “Pissed off, but fine.”

“Running low on reserves,” said Little Meow.

“Same,” said Emma.

“Doing fine,” said Imogen.

“Same,” said Valeria, but I could tell her shoulder was a problem.

“A little overwhelmed,” said Khandros. His face was ashen, dark blood running down his temple. But he visibly gathered himself, drew his blade, and gave me a curt nod.

“This way, then.” I flew over the rubble, leading my crew toward the lodge. A legion of shouts was going up all around and below us as the enemy reacted to our arrival. Any second now, the sky was going to light up with magic. 

I flew into the lodge. Two women had drawn aside, panic writ large on their faces. They’d been tending a burning corpse on the altar set before the statue of a snake woman, upper torso human, lower part all gray coils. The statue held an urn out over the altar, from which fresh fire poured like burning diesel onto the corpse.

No, wait. Not a corpse. A living person, chained down and burned without dying, his body contorting and straining against his bonds.

For a moment I could only stare, eyes glazed with horror.

Then, with a flash of Shard’s power, a blast of golden light shattered the urn, setting off a chain reaction of explosions up the statue’s arm. Chunks of stone shattered until the whole torso detonated with a karumph.

The two women screamed and fled the lodge just as my companions stumbled in after me.

The body on the altar moaned. His skin was blackened except where it had split, and there his flesh shone through a raw, glistening red. 

“Karios!”

Khandros’s cry would have shattered my heart back in Bastion. The older man rushed to the altar’s side, and there stood, hands outstretched but helpless as his son turned his ruined face toward him.

“Father,” croaked the youth. “You came.”

“Of course, my boy, my boy…” Khandros’s eyes brimmed with tears which overflowed to carve runnels down his dusty cheeks. “What have they done?”

“The Savior?” Karios turned his ruined eyes toward me. “He here?”

“Here,” I said, stepping forward. I knew that hordes were almost upon us, that every second was precious. But the Source fuck it all to hell. “I’m here, Karios.”

“My shit really hit the fan in the south, didn’t it?” Miraculously, the boy smiled, his lips cracking to reveal his pale teeth, the gums horrifically withdrawn. 

A knot formed in my throat. I took his blackened hand when he held it out to me, the texture of his palm so nauseating my mind immediately blocked it out.

Little Meow stepped up, placing a hand on his brow. “I can ease his pain.”

“Don’t,” said Karios. “I am beyond pain. Save your power. For. The Savior.”

“My son,” said Khandros, taking the youth’s other hand. “My son.”

“Get her for me,” whispered the youth. “Get Khalistria, Noah. Make her pay.”

My skin broke out in goosebumps as determination set in. “You know I will.”

“They’re on us!” cried Valeria, seizing me by the shoulder and pulling me away. I saw a wall of soldiers rushing across the detritus-strewn terrace, all armor and shields and wards.

“Khandros!” I yelled, allowing Valeria to pull me toward the steps that led into the depths. “Come!”

Instead, the older man drew his blade and turned to face the oncoming horde. “For Elleria! You bastards! For my son!”

“Khandros!” But I knew it was no use. The last I saw of him, he was throwing himself at the oncoming tide, blade raised high, roar blotted out by the thunderous report of levenbolts.

Imogen.

She was holding the line.

“Get below,” she said, lightning writhing up and down her arms, flickering across her face, pooling in her eyes. 

Lightning spewed forth from her extended palms, working terrible wounds across the lines, knocking dozens of men flying and stopping those with wards in their tracks.

There was no time to debate. I rushed down the stairs, down into the coolness beneath the ground, Valeria and Brielle at my sides. We spilled out in a huge chamber.

Marble poured forth from the bottom step like puddled water, only to end and give way to raw rock. Crimson torches burned in golden sconces in the rough walls, and everywhere was shifting light and dancing shadows. Banners hung from the ceiling depicting serpents, while offerings were piled at the base of a dais upon which Khalistria herself reposed, glorious and deadly.

And holy shit, she was a sight to behold. 

Her skin was fish-belly white, gradating to purple and blue; her serpentine coils were fringed with green fins down the spine, purple-scaled, with luxurious black patterns down the flanks. 

A golden bra supported her high breasts, while coils of gold ran up her slender arms, of which there were six. Two pulled her mass of snake hair back, like a woman rising from bed, while two others rubbed at each other languorously. The last two? Crackling with purple power.

But her face – her eyes. Twin orbs of glowing crimson, so intense and powerful it was like staring into two suns, leaving afterimages in my vision. Large mottled freckles of black ran across her brow and down her cheeks; there was something so alien, so hot, so disturbing, so lethal, so powerful about her that I saw how regular folks could worship her as a goddess.

Higher she rose upon her curled coils, black lips spreading into a wicked smile. “So you have decided to pay me a visit,” she whispered, but a whisper that sounded all around me as if I stood within an echo chamber. “To come, to play, to entertain me. I am pleased. I do so enjoy diversion.”

“Eat this,” said Valeria, snapping off a shot from her crossbow as she strode purposefully to the right.

The bolt was deflected off an angled shard of purple ward that disappeared as quickly as it manifested. 

Brielle lay in right after, hurling a gout of flame so fierce it roared as it consumed the oxygen in the air, geysering at Khalistria like one of those Kuwaiti oil wells that caught fire during the first Gulf War. 

Khalistria disappeared within the conflagration, rendered little more than a shimmering shadow as Brielle poured ever more flame into her attack. 

Emma moved up alongside me, Victor’s blade in her hand, green ward encompassing where I floated. Little Meow hung back, ready, no doubt, to move where needed.

Then, laughter.

Khalistria slithered forward, appearing from the heart of the blaze as if from a refreshing shower. Hissing serpentine hair wrapped around her upraised arms, her eyes opening as her black-clawed hands caressed her white skin, lips parting in pleasure.

“Oh, foolish mortal,” said the nagathronessa. “You know not whom you defy.” 

She flicked her hand.

Brielle crossed her arms before herself a moment before the attack landed. Her crimson ward flared into view only to shatter, and she was thrown back, hurled through the air to collide with the cave wall.

“I’m on it!” yelled Little Meow, racing to where the princess collapsed in a boneless heap.

A second crossbow bolt flew at Khalistria’s head, only to once more be sent flying away by a sliver of purple ward. 

“Come, Savior.” The nagathronessa slithered down the steps toward me, rising five yards high, her gaze burning into me, her full head of waist-length snake hair writhing and reaching for me. “Show me what you can do.”

Never had I missed Neveah and her utterly lethal stealth attacks more. That moment was when she was supposed to leap out from behind, emerging from the shadows to cut Khalistria in twain.

But there was no attack, and Neveah didn’t manifest. 

Just me, then. 

“You want to play?” I rose into the air, forcing my breath to slow. My magic levels were running perilously low. I engaged the First Prism to boost my reserve’s potency, then engaged the Second Prism to control the amount flowing into Manipura as I brought Anahata online; pushing forth my platinum ward, it glimmered about me like the universe’s most priceless bubble. 

Rage was coursing through me. Karios’s agony. Greater fury at Morgana, at Lilith, at a universe that forced me to play these games. I wanted to scream, to launch myself at Khalistria, to hurl caution to the wind.

Instead, I forced myself to recite the Vam Mantra. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

My pulse slowed, my awareness pushed out, my thoughts grew clear. We were disorganized, fragmented; attacking now would be a mistake. I needed to give Imogen time to get down here and help, to give Little Meow time to get Brielle back up. We were only going to win this fight together.

Looking up Khalistria’s serpentine form, her dark glory, I wondered for the first time if we were even going to have a chance.

“You are the first to engage me in direct combat,” she said, ever approaching. “For this, I thank you. I thought every Source champion a coward, dependent on tricks and subterfuge. You wield the great blade Shard. Long have I desired to see how it might pare my flesh, how it might cleave me in twain. Will you do that, Savior? Will you wield your blade with both hands and pierce me to the hilt?”

Fuck me, was she flirting? 

I took a quick glance behind. Imogen was making her way slowly down the steps, moving backward, throwing bolt after bolt of lightning up the stairwell. Brielle was still down. 

Fuck fuck fuck.

“How long has it been since you were truly matched?” I asked, fighting for time. “Since you fought an equal? Since you were pinned to the ground and forced to writhe in desperation before another’s greater power?”

Her black lips pulled into a wide smile. “To be honest? That has never happened. Oh, for you to be the first. Do you have what it takes to conquer me?”

Two of her arms interwove, faster than I could track, and reality cracked.

It was as if we’d been standing on a huge mirror, and she’d just brought down a hammer. The mouth to the stairwell was up and behind her on the ceiling. She was below me and to the side. Fragments of the wall were scattered everywhere, intermixed with the floor and ceiling. Brielle and Little Meow crouched off to the left where the wall had been. Valeria stood upside down on the far end of the cavern, feet planted firmly on the ground, gravity pulling her upward.

Khalistria slithered toward me, crossing from one shard of reality to another. Tracking her passage was disorienting, causing nausea to arise within my gut. I closed my arms, focusing on the Vam.

“What is the matter, Savior? Losing your appetite? But I’m just getting started…”

I opened my eyes and flew to the side, falling into the gravity well of a new shard, pulling me toward my new down, which moments ago had been the wall. The whole cavern shifted around me, with Khalistria now moving along… a wall? 

I kept flying, entered a new gravity well, and Khalistria was now upside down above me; Valeria on my plane, everything madness, flames rising in every direction from scattered sconces. My mind was bursting trying to keep track.

So I thought, Fuck it. Fuck understanding this new world. I just needed a bead on the naga bitch.

“Appetizers,” I said, and hurled an arc of golden light at her from Shard’s edge.

She brought up her ward, a luminous purple, and my attack failed to cut through.

“That’s it?” She looked almost comically disappointed. “You’d best do better, Savior, or I shall grow irate.”

Valeria squeezed off another shot.

Khalistria didn’t even turn. Her ward deflected it easily. “Cease your interruptions, harlot,” said the nagathronessa. “Or I will give you cause to regret it.”

“I’m here,” said Imogen, stepping into view at last at the bottom of the stairwell. “What did I miss? Oh. Oh, no. I don’t think so.”

She went down onto one knee, planting her hand on the ground.

Khalistria narrowed her crimson eyes, and a moment later, the cavern righted itself. Pieces slotted back into place, up becoming up once more, down becoming down.

“There,” said Imogen, standing upright and dusting off her gloved hands. “Much better. Now, what were you saying, cunt?”

Khalistria licked her lips with a disturbingly long tongue and chuckled. “So, you are not all without merit. I applaud your audacity. In fact -”

Valeria squeezed off another shot. 

A sliver of purple ward appeared, deflecting the bolt.

“I warned you,” hissed the nagathronessa, and made a cutting motion with one hand.

A serrated blade of crimson light appeared before Valeria and scythed down. 

I raised a hand and began to scream, but it was too late.

The burning blade cut through both of Valeria’s wrists with impossible speed, butchering flesh and shattering bone. The crossbow and her hands fell to the ground. 

Blood fountained from her twin stumps.

“Valeria!” I screamed.

Emma burst forward without hesitation, sprinting wide around the naga. “Cover me!” 

My Vam Mantra shattered. I roared in horror and fury and unleashed everything I had at Khalistria. Levenbolts erupted from my body, each as thick as my leg, endless and without rhyme or reason, just as Imogen gritted her teeth and did the same, her own strike as thick as a tree. Brielle rose enough to pour flame at the naga, as Little Meow continued to heal the wound done to the back of her head.

Khalistria laughed as she was engulfed, her ward burning brighter and brighter as we assaulted its integrity.

Valeria screamed and went down.

Emma nearly slipped as she leaned into the run, curving around the dais, just outside the conflagration consuming the nagathronessa. 

I leaned into the attack, ditching Manipura for complete Muladhara, wanting nothing more than to reduce the naga to a stain on the stone floor. 

The cavern was all sound and fury, a lurid light show that played endlessly about the purple ward. But even in the depths of my rage and horror, two things became apparent:

One, we weren’t getting through to the naga. 

Second, Emma wasn’t equipped to deal with such a terrible wound.

Little Meow, no doubt thinking the same thing, broke away from Brielle to run after Emma.

The purple ward imploded, but Khalistria was gone. Our attacks surged through where she’d been a second before, slashing and scoring deep tracks against the far wall, before we all cut them out.

I searched, unable to find her. 

Imogen slammed down to a knee and planted a hand on the ground. “Can’t find her - she’s - over there, left side of the cavern!”

I turned just in time to take a faceful of balefire. My ward cracked, distorting beneath the assault, but held. In so doing, however, it lifted me off the ground, hurling me back against the cavern wall. My ward caused the rock to crack behind me, and I engaged Manipura just before I would have fallen to the ground.

“We need help!” shouted Little Meow, reaching where Valeria lay. “Noah! She’s not going to make it!”

No words had ever made my blood run colder. 

Khalistria’s laughter echoed off the walls. “I did warn the little whore, did I not?” And then there she was, no - there were three of her, no - five. 

Mirror images moving forth, confident and at ease, each untouched by our attacks. 

“Noah!” Emma’s cry was heartbreaking. “She’s losing too much blood!”

“An offer,” said all five Khalistrias as one. “I’ll save your fallen warrior if you give me Shard.”

My mind was spinning. I hovered in mid-air, my ward shrinking around me. Imogen was panting for breath, her hair disheveled, while Brielle clawed her way to standing up the wall.

The sound of shouts came from down the stairwell. 

Reinforcements. 

“You had best choose quickly,” said the nagathronessa. “The way your kind bleeds, the little warrior will be dead in moments.”

Another futile attack? I knew I could summon reserves, could burn brightly like a dying sun one last time - but even if I killed Khalistria, how would that help Valeria?

Imogen and Brielle were looking to me for direction. 

I took a deep breath. 

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

“Get to Valeria,” I said, voice cold and steady. “Now.”

Both women nodded, running out wide along the cavern walls. 

I floated forth, moving toward the Khalistrias, which had all climbed the steps to turn and face me from their dais. How regal she seemed, how cold, how inhuman. 

“Swear that you will honor your promise,” I said. “Swear that you’ll heal her if I give you Shard.”

Khalistria laughed, delighted, and her five images collapsed into one, which turned out to be the second from the right. “I do so swear, by all that I hold holy. May the Source itself burn out my soul and sever my bond to the Nevernight if I do break this vow.”

I could see Emma and Little Meow feverishly working on Valeria, and cursed how little power they must have left at their disposal. Brielle and Imogen were nearly there. 

“Then take this blade,” I said, reversing my grip so I extended it hilt first toward her. “It’s brought me nothing but trouble and heartache since it was given to me.”

Khalistria extended her clawed hand, then hesitated. Her crimson eyes narrowed as she studied me.

And in that moment, words came unbidden to my mind, words taught to me by the Wandering Magus deep within Brielle’s manifold trial. I heard them in his voice, austere and authoritative, calm and emotionless:

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.

The Carnivorous Winter mantra.

Khalistria studied me, and I felt her will press upon my mind, probing at my thoughts. 

But within me, all rage, all hatred, all terror were sucked into a white void. 

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.

The nagathronessa nodded and closed her clawed hand about Shard’s hilt.

I grinned at her.

She paused, suddenly unsure.

Then I lit her up.

Diving into my reservoir, deep down to where the golden filament was centered, I took hold of it with both spirit hands.

I felt it resonate like some vast violin string, one end attached to my soul, the other? Who the fuck knew where. 

But wherever it went, that place had power without reserve.

I drew on that vast reservoir, channeling that terrible magic through the filament, through my spirit, and into Shard.

The blade went veritably supernova with golden light.

Khalistria screeched, hand locked on the hilt, the light scalding away her flesh, charring her snake hair. Her lips pulled back from her fangs, and still I poured more power into Shard, willing myself to burn to a crisp, willing to sacrifice everything so I could dump as much of the Source’s might into this one, single blast. 

Then it was over. The light dimmed and Khalistria was gone, the floor scorched where she’d been, her screams echoing still about the cavern. 

Dazed, reeling from what I’d done, I flipped Shard about so that its hilt smacked down into my palm, then flew straight to where my companions were gathered.

Valeria lay between them all, pale and vulnerable, her lips tinged blue, her eyes sunken. I could see her pulse in the flutter at her neck; it was fast and erratic.

Little Meow and Emma each clasped a stump in their hands, eyes closed, faces drawn into masks of concentration and pain. Valeria’s blood had washed over them, painting them in gore, so their robes were sopping and heavy. They’d tied cruel tourniquets about each elbow, but those were clearly insufficient to stem the flow of blood.

The wounds were no clean slice. It was as if her hands had been chopped off with a chainsaw. The flesh was lacerated, the bone extending in broken shards from just below where her wrists had been. 

The sight nearly made me vomit. For a moment I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think. 

“Noah!” Imogen had pressed her hand to the ground. “She’s retreated but she’s not dead!”

For a moment, I thought she meant Valeria, then understanding kicked in. 

“We need to act,” said Imogen. “Before she comes back!”

I tried to think, to imagine another alternative. To find the portal to the next realm and plunge through while Khalistria was gone? To try and find a healer in Argossy? To - to  what? 

Nothing made sense. 

“She’s fading fast,” said Little Meow, pushing up her cat mask to turn and stare up at me. Blood was caked across her chin, and her eyes were wild with despair and panic. “We can’t save her.”

I drew forth a thorny circle from my belt pouch and bit my lower lip as I considered it. I stared at that emblem of hate and horror that I’d sworn I’d never use, had almost cast into the void to avoid this very moment, this very temptation.

But it’d been Valeria who’d stayed my hand.

“So be it,” I said, and snapped a thorn off. I plunged it into a crack in the ground, then clutched the emblem so tightly it pricked my palm and drew blood.

“Morgana,” I said, voice thick with hatred. “Open your damn portal. Allow us to return. Morgana!”

A swirling portal of green and black magic did opened before us, its center opaque like black ink. 

I stared furiously into its roiling core, and my shoulders slumped in defeat. Bending low, I scooped Valeria into my arms. Then, bitterness and terror waging war in my heart, I flew through and back into Ur-Gharab.

 

Chapter 12

 

 

 

I emerged into a dour room, all high obsidian walls and black draperies, a few braziers burning with pale blue flames. The black floor was polished to a high gloss as if covered by a sheen of water, and the ceiling and corners were lost to shadow. Alusz Iphigenia sat before a desk on which a tall, oval mirror was positioned, brushing her long hair, while Morgana stood to one side, looking testy and displeased.

A bedchamber, I realized, moving forward with Valeria in my arms. The drapes at the rear of the room were those of a four-poster bed; here and there, I saw other amenities suggesting the room's purpose. A chest, a slender bookcase on which uniform tomes sheathed in gray were fitted, a tall wardrobe whose doors no doubt hid dresses. 

My arrival shattered the stillness. Alusz froze, silver brush raised in one hand, her reflection staring at me in shock. Morgana snapped her fingers, summoning a ward of the palest lavender about the young queen.

Despite the fear and horror that was coursing through me, part of my mind filed that away for later: You can summon wards to protect others.

“Savior,” began Morgana, but I was in no mood for speeches.

“Help her,” I said, floating forward with Valeria in my arms. “Please.”

The regent glanced at Valeria’s terrible wounds with little emotion. “Run into some trouble, have you?”

“Morgana,” said Alusz, her voice at once quiet but pressing. 

“Very well, very well. I shall tend to these wounds.” She reached out to press her fingers against the side of Valeria’s neck, and I had to restrain the urge to tear my companion away. “She’s not too far gone. Though perilously close. Hold still.”

My other companions were stepping through the portal as she spoke. Morgana ignored them with exquisite assurance, extending a hand over Valeria’s face. She whispered something in a tongue I couldn’t understand, and a pale green light filtered down from her palm, insinuating itself into Valeria’s nostrils and through her parted lips.

“There,” said Morgana. “That should buy me enough time to move her to where she can be properly seen to. Give her to me, Noah.”

“I’ll carry her,” I said. 

“You shall not. I shall take her to be healed. If you refuse me this, I will remove my blessing and she will die in your arms.”

I ground my teeth in frustration and glanced at the others. They were equally harrowed by the experience we’d just been through, looking battered and exhausted. 

“What choice do you have?” asked Morgana. “You already know the price I will exact for this favor. All has been calculated beforehand.”

Still, I hesitated, holding tightly to Valeria, studying her wan and sunken features with desperation. Was handing her to Morgana a fate worse than death?

“You made your choice when you activated the portal,” said the regent. “Why cavil now?”

“Allow him to go with her,” said Alusz. 

Irritation flashed across the regent’s face, then she sighed melodramatically. “Very well. You may come with me to ensure I do nothing untoward to your fallen warrior. Is that satisfactory?”

“Yes,” I said, looking at Alusz in consideration. The young queen’s expression was stony and indifferent; she turned away to continue brushing her hair.

An act?

“Then let us be about it. Come.” Morgana made another gesture, and the ward that surrounded Alusz faded away as a second portal came into being before me. “Through there. And hurry. I will not take the blame if your friend dies while you hesitate.”

I stepped into the swirling darkness and emerged into a tower room, its tall windows gave us sweeping views of Ur-Gharab. The stone floors and walls were of pale gray, and the room was devoid of furnishings beyond a large, black stone that stood dead center. 

An altar, it seemed to me. Where had I seen it or its like before?

“Lay her on the stone,” said Morgana. “It shall amplify my healing powers as a magnifying glass does the rays of the sun.”

“No corruption,” I said, holding Valeria closer to my chest.

“By Lilith and her beloved betheliim, are you serious?” Morgana glared at me. “Your friend is minutes from death, and she only has that long due to my intercession. And still you have demands?”

“She dies before I let you pervert her,” I said. “I know she’d want that as well. Swear to me that your healing with no corrupt her or I shall turn away.”

“How very noble. And stupid. Tell me, Noah Kilmartin, what manner of oath would you find serviceable for this occasion? Is there anything I could swear by that would allow you to trust a Morathi?”

A memory came to me. Peruthros back in Ghogiel, with Imogen near death under the sway of her parasite, as I swore an oath to Salathis.

An oath that near crippled me when I broke it.

“Swear it by the Source.”

“I hold the Source in less regard than I do sack full of drowned rats.”

“Doesn’t matter. The oath will still hold.” Intuition guided my next words. “Swear it with your hand upon Shard’s blade, and I will believe you.”

Morgana’s eyes narrowed.

Blood dripped from Valeria’s ruined arms to the floor.

“Very well,” said Morgana. “What care I? You are the prize, not this woman. Draw your blade, Noah, and let us proceed before your friend’s death renders this all moot.”

I set Valeria down on the black stone and drew Shard from my belt. Morgana set her palm upon its blade, staring me straight in the eyes. “By your Source, I swear to strip my healing of all corruption. I shall endeavor to heal what was and change nothing more.”

I glanced at Imogen, who took a step forward. “Swear that the altar won’t corrupt her either.”

Morgana all but rolled her eyes. “I do hereby swear that the healing process in its entirety shall be without any element of corruption or perversity. Satisfied?”

“Yes,” I said, sheathing Shard and feeling suddenly exhausted. My knees felt like they were about to give way. “Thank you.”

“Now be silent. She is very near death. To draw her back will take great effort.”

All I could do was stand there and stare at Valeria’s still form. I saw how shallow her breathing was, how pale her skin, the shadows that had appeared around her eyes. A bluish tint had crept across her lips and fingernails. 

And those wounds, those horrific, terrible wounds…

I had to ask the question, the one eating away at me, driving me near mad. “Can you bring back her hands?”

Morgana had extended her own hands over Valeria’s form, and now was channeling purple light up from the black stone, gathering it in each palm.

“I don’t know,” she said, voice little more than a whisper. “Probably not.”

Her words were like a fist to the chest. I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think, could only stare, mind reeling. 

I didn’t dare think of the future, what lay ahead for Valeria. How she might face our quest, her life, herself, without hands. 

The healing process took hours. We all stood in mute shock. Emma and Brielle eventually slid down the wall to sit with their arms around their knees. Imogen moved to my side, and Little Meow lowered herself to a crouch, eventually sitting back against the wall as well.

I couldn’t sit. Ignoring the pains in my own body, I stood there, aching for Valeria, watching as the purple light played over her arms. It soothed the red inflammation away, causing skin to thicken and grow over her stumps, knitting the flesh together, threading the splinters of bone back into her forearms. 

Emma scooted over to Little Meow’s side. “Why can’t you bring back her hands?”

“The nature of Anahata’s healing is to expedite your body’s ability to heal to superhuman levels. That’s why the healing process hurts. Your body is coaxed - forced, even - to heal in moments what would take months, even years. Miracles can be worked, mortal wounds sealed over. But nobody can regenerate lost limbs. Anahata can’t urge your body to regrow what is outside its ability to do so.”

In a daze, I realized she was right. Every healing I’d witnessed had been for gashes, stabs, concussions, bruises, broken bones. I’d never seen anybody, not in Bastion, Ghogiel, or Tagimron, bring back so much as a severed finger. 

Fuck.

Time lost all meaning. The only progress was the work being done on Valeria, and after what could have been two hours or five, her stumps looked greatly improved. Their ends were covered with pale scar tissue, the blood gone, and her complexion was greatly improved. Her breathing had deepened and slowed. 

Yet her hands. 

No sign of them.

Morgana, at last, lowered her arms. She looked exhausted. “It is done. The altar will continue to soothe away the shock that traumatizes her spirit. She will not awaken for some time. Healing her in this manner has taken a deep toll on her reserves.”

“How long?” I asked. 

She considered me sidelong. “That depends on you. We could awaken her now. She would be debilitated and forever without her hands. Or we could let her sleep a few days - the longer the better - then attempt to bring her hands back with truly potent magics. For that? A minimum of a week for a small chance at success. Two or more weeks if you wish to increase her odds of not perishing.”

I bit my lower lip, unable to process that information.

It was Imogen who spoke. “And our deadline to find the Fulcrum?”

“It continues apace,” said Morgana. Though she spoke without cruelty, there was also no sympathy in her voice.

“We’ve three weeks as it is.” The words came unbidden from my mouth. “We might yet return to Aegeria and fight past Khalistria to her portal, but that leaves four realms for us to cross. If we wait a week, or even two…”

Morgana’s eyes narrowed but a fraction, and I thought I saw the ghost of a smile cross her full lips.

“We’ll take turns staying with Valeria,” I said, drawing myself up. “The rest of us will sleep and heal. We’ll inform you of our decision soon.”

“As you wish, oh noble Savior,” said Morgana. “But do not forget. You have a tryst awaiting you tonight. That you cannot delay or avoid.”

Alusz Iphigenia. I saw her again in my mind’s eye, slender and distant, brushing her ebon hair as she observed me in her mirror. Attractive, bored, enigmatic. 

“So be it,” I said. “I’ll fulfill my end of the bargain. But until then, I will spend my time with my companions.”

“But of course. I trust that Emelias’s guest suite will serve?”

“Whatever,” I said.

Morgana extended her hand and a portal shimmered into life. “Then pass through. When the time comes, you will be sent for.”

“I’ll stay with Valeria,” said Emma. 

“As will I,” said Little Meow.

I nodded reluctantly. “Very well. Morgana. How can we return here?”

A tough of exasperation crossed her features. “How you try my patience. Here. Pass me Alusz’s token.”

I gave her the thorned circle, and she clasped it tight between her palms. After whispering words of power, she held it out to me. “Speak Valeria’s name with this in your hand, and a portal to this room shall open and remain so until you pass back through.”

I took the thorned token. “Thank you.”

“Never have I heard myself thanked so grudgingly,” she said with a smile. “What other miracles must I work to earn your esteem? Never mind. That was a rhetorical question.”

I shouldered my pack. Brielle rose tiredly to her feet, and together, she and Imogen passed through the portal. 

I paused only long enough to study Valeria one last time - her golden hair, her broad shoulders, her ruined arms. 

A knife twisted in my heart, and I turned away before Morgana could see the tears in my eyes. 

Passage through the portal was icy cold and swift; one step, and I was back in that familiar chamber, the steaming pool before me, the lounge chairs, the potted ferns. 

Somehow, stepping back into this room, where not so long ago we’d rested and celebrated our victories, made everything even worse. Imogen and Brielle stood waiting for me, shoulder to shoulder, and I became supremely aware of how much we’d lost in so short a time.

Brielle dropped her pack on the floor and stepped up to me. She hesitated, then took hold of my arm, resting her temple on my shoulder. 

Imogen moved forward as well to embrace me, head on my chest. 

Tears brimmed in my eyes as I wrapped my arms around them. I fought the urge to cry, battled not to dwell on the terrible injuries Valeria had sustained. Instead, I squeezed both women tight, and for a long time, we just stood there, supporting each other, holding each other up.

Finally, Imogen stepped away. She removed her spectacles to wipe at her eyes and sat on one of the lounge chairs, her black skirt and white apron bunching up around her. “What are we to do?”

Brielle pulled away reluctantly and sat on the next chair. “Four realms remain before us.”

“And if they’re as difficult as Aegeria,” said Imogen, “we will be sore pressed to pass them all before Morgana moves the Fulcrum.”

Frustration arose within me, choking my throat shut. I began to pace, linking my hands behind my back, frowning out at nothing. 

“That’s if we went back to it right away,” said Brielle. “But we can’t. Valeria…”

She trailed off, and the silence that followed was uncomfortable in the extreme.

“Valeria needs her hands,” said Imogen. “Her emotional state was precarious to begin with. If she’s deprived of her ability to help us fight, if she feels herself to be little more than a burden…”

“We can’t wait two weeks,” said Brielle. “Reaching the Fulcrum will become impossible.”

“We need Neveah,” I said, drawing up short. “We can’t do this without her.”

“Have you heard from her?” asked Imogen.

“No. She’s not responding to me when I call to her in the sanctum. But that’s where we went wrong. Where I went wrong. I shouldn’t have let her go.”

Brielle crossed one leg over the other. “Did you have a choice?”

“I didn’t think so at the time, but now… fuck it. Aegeria would have been completely different if she’d been there with us.”

“Or infinitely worse,” said Imogen, “if the nagathronessa had knowledge of her power phrase.”

I scowled at the floor. “We can’t do this apart. We need to be together, no matter the consequences.”

“Then how do we find her?” asked Brielle.

“I don’t know. I’ll have to force her to speak to me in her sanctum. And find out where she is, and go get her.”

“Finding Neveah when she doesn’t wish to be found will be… tricky,” said Imogen. “Not to mention an expenditure of time that we can ill afford.”

“This isn’t debatable,” I said. “We need Neveah back. I feel it. I know it.”

Imogen sighed. “Very well. Then that can be our priority while Valeria heals.”

“But how long do we give her?” asked Brielle. “Two weeks? Even with Neveah, we can’t possibly cross Carcosa, Matterlar, Byzul, and Tantaghrast in seven days.”

My frustration was rising, choking me even further until I wished to scream. Instead, I resumed pacing. “These fucking games,” I said, voice thick with emotion. “Five manifold trials, five realms, jump through these hoops, you have so many days - it’s a fucking joke. We’re being treated like show dogs.”

“It’s not ideal,” allowed Imogen, “but what choice do we have?”

“None, and that’s the worst of it.” I turned on my heel and strode back down the length of the pool. “The Fulcrum is where we need to go. Pelleas, Jevenna, Obui - all of them had to do the same fucking shit. But I feel so fucking manipulated, and now we’ve been backed into the exact fucking corner Morgana hoped we’d find ourselves in. No wonder they were so chill with us in the beginning. They knew what fresh hell they were going to throw us into.”

My companions watched me pace in silence. 

“And there’s nothing we can do about it. Every step of the way we’ve been led by the nose. Pass these five trials. Go to the Black Tower. Pass these five manifold trials. And now cross these five fucking realms.” I stopped to glare at Imogen. “What the hell is with the number five, anyway?”

“I could lecture you for hours about its symbolism,” said Imogen. “But in the end, does it matter? I understand your frustration, but what can we do? We must jump through these hoops if our goal is to reach Malkuth.”

I resumed pacing wordlessly. 

“How about this,” offered Brielle. “We’ve decided to bring Neveah back into the fold. The process of doing so might bring new information to light. Let’s hold off on making a decision right now until we have her with us once more. We can tell Morgana to continue healing Valeria and preparing her for this… healing operation, or whatever it is in the meantime.”

Imogen nodded. “Smart. Also, it allows us to avoid making an impossible decision upfront.”

“So how do we get in touch with Neveah?” I asked.

“I could use that location ritual that I invented back in Ghogiel,” said Imogen. “That at least would point us in the right direction.”

Brielle frowned. “No. That would just lead us in circles if Neveah wanted to avoid us. Which, may I remind you, she clearly does. So, we need to speak to her, get her to come to us. Which means breaking through to her in your sanctum.”

“Ideas?” I asked Imogen.

She took off her spectacles once more to slowly wipe them on her skirt. “This is far outside the realm of my expertise. But your bond to each of us is a creation of the Source. It reflects our mutual devotion to each other. Our visible connections within your reservoir caught fire once we were able to drop our walls and declare our love for each other.”

“How do I make that happen if she’s not even here?” I asked, voice rising.

Imogen held up a gloved palm. “What I’m saying is that perhaps your ability to communicate with her can be bolstered by your love and regard for her.”

“Svadhisthana?” I asked.

Imogen hesitated, then seesawed her head from side to side. “Not as much. Your genuine love for her, if that’s what you feel. Perhaps if you focus on that, if you push it toward her like one pushes forth a ward, then it might be a more powerful way of reaching her.”

“I see,” I said. Linking my hands behind my back, I walked away, down the length of the pool. The few times I’d reached out to her in Aegeria, I’d done so from a place of concern, of loss, of wishing to connect with her to assure myself of her wellbeing. But had it been truly focused on my love for her?

“I’ll give it a shot.”

“Now?” asked Brielle.

“Why not?” I moved over to an empty chair and sat. “Time’s of the essence, right?”

“Right,” said Imogen.

“Here goes.” I closed my eyes, forcing myself to relax. Instead of diving straight down into my reservoir as I did mid-battle, I allowed myself to float, for my mind to clear.

It took a long time. 

I hovered in that velvety darkness behind my eyelids, and thoughts kept assailing me. Valeria’s arms. Khalistria handling us with ease. Karios burning on the altar, Khandros hurling himself to his death. Elleria, the glittering ocean. Valeria’s smile, then the troubled storms I often saw gathering in her eyes. What she’d say, what she’d think when she awoke. Fear of the future; doubt and anger over how impossible our situation had become.

But I didn’t fight each thought as it appeared. Instead, I witnessed it and let it go. Over time, the initial flurry slowed, until at last, I found myself experiencing ever-lengthening periods of stillness. 

My pulse slowed. My breathing slowed.

Only when I was ready, when I was centered, did I descend into my reservoir.

Down I went to the golden filament, down past the black sun of Manipura, past the golden flower of Svadhisthana, to where the threads extended radially outward from the center to each of my companions’ sanctums. 

Imogen’s, Brielle’s, and Emma’s threads burned with white fire. Valeria’s and Neveah’s yet remained dark. 

For a long time, I considered Valeria’s thread. What would it take to make it burn with the same intensity? How much harder would that be now that Valeria had to deal with…

I turned away from that thought and floated up to Neveah’s portal. Willing it to iris open, I entered her sanctum.

It was as horrific as always. It wasn’t just the visuals that nauseated me, the glooping morass of black and purple ichor, the faces that appeared in the corruption only to distend into horrific caricatures of themselves before fading away. It was the feel of the corruption - the greasy, nauseating intrusion of its stench into my spirit body, the sensation of Lilith’s horror in such proximity. 

Neveah floated, serene and curled into a fetal ball, right in the sanctum’s center. Morghothilim, as always, was plunged through her chest.

Her eyes were closed, black hair a floating corona about her still form. 

I crossed my legs mid-air, placed my hands on my knees, and closed my eyes.

This time I directed my thoughts. I recalled Neveah as I’d first seen her, so long ago, back in her dungeon cell. I felt that familiar upsurge of admiration and awe when I considered what she’d been through, what she’d survived. I thought on the brutal strength of her will as she refused to succumb to that dread archer in her trial. Her integrity. Her dedication to the Source.

Then I went further, thinking of her rare smiles, those flashes of personality that had begun to show through in Tagimron. The game of spin-the-bottle, the breakthrough we’d had after our duel just before her manifold trial. 

I have feelings for you, she’d said after we’d made love. You fool, she’d called me later, her voice fond, after saving us all from Unadeen’s safe house. And then, Thank you, her voice husky and vulnerable, the taste of her lips sweet on my own. I’d have lost myself to Lilith if you hadn’t set me free.

And I understood something new about my love for Neveah. It wasn’t the familiar, uplifting, joyous love I had for Emma, or the fiery, tempestuous bond I had with Brielle. It wasn’t the deep and all-encompassing passion I had for Imogen, but rather its own thing, so different that I had a hard time fitting it in with the emotions I felt for my other companions.

It was based on a foundation of deep and pervasive respect, of awe, of tenderness, of admiration. It was a love that urged me to do better, to be her equal, to deserve her regard. To be the Noah who had the right to stand by her side in her eternal quest against the darkness, to be larger than life, to be the Savior in truth and not just in name. Neveah’s strengths were such that at times she felt almost inhuman, but somehow, she remained herself - a person wounded, near broken, yet still capable of smiling, of laughter, of love. 

A person who deserved my very best self, whose presence alone made me want to do better, be better, to embody the best that a Savior should be. 

I couldn’t envision myself under a blanket back home watching Ghostbusters with her or hanging out on a lazy Sunday afternoon drinking beers in the yard, or planning a vacation at my uncle’s house on Lake Erie. 

But when I thought of myself as the Savior, when I thought of myself raising Shard against the endless night, when I pictured myself crossing the five realms of Gharab to enter Malkuth and there face Lilith herself, I couldn’t imagine doing so without her.

She was my highest self’s true partner. If as the Savior I was a king, then she was my exalted queen. I needed her, desired her, worshipped her, loved her. 

A great and perfect note sounded deep within me, like a tuning fork being struck by a hammer. I opened my eyes to see the corruption that seethed within her sanctum drawing back from where I hovered, as if in fear.

Neveah, who had been slowly spinning in place, paused where she hovered, her eyes still closed, but facing me now, hair still rippling about her.

Neveah, I thought, pushing the words toward her, imbuing them with the reverence and love I had embraced. Neveah, come to me.

The corruption and poison grew agitated, whipping itself into a fervor as if seeking to swamp me, but never daring to draw close. Endless waves and eddies slid across its protean surface, faces screaming their horror and hatred at me, but I ignored it all. 

Focusing on Neveah’s perfect visage, I summoned forth that love I had for her.

Her eyes opened, and she uncoiled from her fetal position, one leg straightening, the other remaining bent at the knee, arms opening out wide as her hair formed an inky backdrop behind her figure. 

She made no move to touch Morghothilim and ignored it utterly, instead gazing at me with her deep and sorrowful eyes. 

Noah, she said, and my heart leaped at the sound, the connection, the bond that was there before us.

I need you, I said. I need you to return to us. I understand why you left, but it’s infinitely worse without you. Come back. 

She studied me, expression grave.

Valeria has been badly hurt, I said. Both her hands were cut off at the wrist.

A single vertical line appeared between her brows, but still, she made no comment.

You must return. Where are you? How can we reunite?

I am still in Ur-Gharab. The regent and her allies are very powerful. Evading their notice has taken all my effort.

Again, my heart leaped with hope. We’re back here, too. In Emelias’s suite. You can return easily, then, and -

No, said Neveah. I’m sorry, Noah. But my intentions have not changed. 

Damn your intentions, I said. We’re going to fail without you. We can’t cross five realms in three weeks, and if we give Valeria time to heal her hands, then it’ll be only one. We need you, Neveah.

I am your death sentence, she replied, voice calm. Lilith’s greatest servants implanted this curse upon me, and each of them knows the phrase that will draw forth my demon. There is no reason to think Morgana doesn’t know it, or any of the guardians that await you below. At any moment they could utter that dread phrase and doom us all.

We won’t even get to them if you’re not with us, I cried. Don’t you see? You’re dooming us regardless by staying away. At least with us, we have a chance, we can plan, we can take them by surprise -

Neveah floated toward me. Reaching out with one pale hand to cup my cheek, her blazing spirit eyes searched my face with tenderness and regret.  If I could, I would have this any other way. With all my heart, Noah. I never thought I’d love again after Ilandro, but you proved me wrong. Please. This hurts me more than I can say. Please respect my desires in this. Only once I am cleansed of this demon will I be free to return to your side.

The desire to protest was sharp within me, but the pain in her face stilled my tongue. My hope, my desire, which had flared up within my chest, died down to ashes, and I hung my head.

Don’t despair, she said, voice soft as she drew away. There is always room for hope while we yet breathe and live. Don’t despair, Noah. I will never give up on you, or our quest. I swear it by all that I am.

Then she relaxed, her body curling up once more, and again she assumed a fetal position, eyes closing, expression turning slack. 

The corruption came stealing back, passing beneath me. Once again, the entirety of the sphere was enveloped in its filth.

For a spell I hovered there, staring at Neveah in wounded shock, then I opened my eyes to return to the pool room. Brielle and Imogen were intently watching me.

“She won’t come back,” I said, voice wooden. “We have to proceed without her.”

 

* * *

 

I tugged at the hem of my new tunic once more as the portal opened before me to the queen’s bedchamber. My new clothing was tight across the shoulders and chest, loose across the middle. Black and gray, severe and formal. It matched my mood, and thus I’d allowed Emelias to insist I wear it. 

I had showered, shaved, and done everything suggested, holding firmly on only one point.

I wouldn’t leave Shard behind.

It hung comfortingly from my hip, incongruous. 

My companions had studiously avoided giving even the closest appearance of judgment. They knew I did this through obligation, that through this act I had bought Valeria the chance at survival. 

There was no judgment from them, but that did nothing to alleviate the dark clouds of my own mind. I stared through the portal for a long second, not seeing its black roiling heart. I felt numb. But under that numbness, I could feel the maelstrom of anger, of deep and bitter rage. 

Once again, I was being forced to move to a square on the chessboard against my desires. Once again, I was being a puppet, manipulated, directed against my will.

But all I had to do was think of Valeria, her severed hands, her body slowly gaining strength and lost vitality upon that black altar, and my anger ebbed, becoming stark resignation. 

What choice did I have in this matter?

None.

What choice had I ever had in any of this?

None.

Fine. If the price of Valeria’s life was fucking the Morathi queen, then I’d fuck her. Fuck her and be done. 

I stepped through the portal, not glancing back, not catching one last sight of my companions.

In this, I was truly alone. As it should be.

This was my weight to bear, my burden to shoulder.

I emerged into the same bedchamber as before. The glossy black floor, the great four-poster bed, the black drapes that obscured the obsidian walls, the lightless reaches of the ceiling.

The sole source of illumination was a single candle burning atop the table, its light reflected by the oval mirror.

Alusz sat there, once more brushing her hair, but now her motions were slow. Her expression, caught in the reflection, was pensive. 

We locked eyes, and the brush stilled in her hand. 

“Your royal majesty,” I said, voice steeped in resentment and anger.

“Savior.” She turned to regard me directly. Gone was the look of disinterest, of boredom. Now she scrutinized me with open curiosity - curiosity, but not excitement. I saw no lust in her intelligent gaze, no sign of pleasure at my predicament, at this arrangement. 

“I am sorry for your companion,” she said, the words measured, sounding almost rehearsed. “I would that this had not come to pass.”

“So do I.” It felt petulant to be angry at her, but perhaps I still had some growing up to do. 

She gestured to an upholstered chair set beside her table. 

Stiffly, reluctantly, I walked over and sat. 

“I know you don’t wish to do this,” she said.

My silence was answer enough.

“For that matter, nor do I. Thus, I propose an alternative: we’ll wait an appropriate length of time, then you can return to your quarters. We’ll lie and tell Morgana that you ravished me. What think you?”

I studied her pale, beautiful face. She had to be - what - eighteen, nineteen? A year or two younger than myself. It was an intelligent, thoughtful face, made the more strikingly beautiful for it. Her skin was pale as milk, like every other Morathi, and I wondered suddenly as to her life, her years growing up in this palace. Did she ever get outside? Ever leave these dull and dreary chambers?

“You would do that?” I asked. “Lie to your regent?”

Her smile was sardonic as she turned back to her reflection. “It wouldn’t be the first time.”

“She would know,” I said.

“How?” She resumed brushing her long, lustrous hair. “If we both swear it, she might suspect but be unable to prove it.”

Something ugly arose within me, something made hard and brutal by everything that had happened to me these past days. “Are you a virgin?”

Alusz raised an eyebrow, but that was her only reaction as she continued to brush her hair. “No.”

“Oh.” I considered. “That would have been a giveaway. Of our not…”

“Yes. But you need not concern yourself with that detail. Morgana thought it appropriate for me to have some experience in those matters. I have been… thoroughly educated.”

“Then why does she want this?” I turned to regard her. “Why angle for our…”

“Fucking?” Alusz’s smile was surprisingly mature. “Come, Savior. You can’t imagine?”

“To break my spirit?” I looked down at my hands. “To… complicate my worldview? To entangle me with you?”

“Entangle you with me? Yes. She knows me. Knows that my heart does not belong to Lilith, and yet. Here I am, ruling in her name. Well. ‘Ruling.’”

“You don’t love Lilith?”

Her smile became mocking. “You find it hard to believe? Of course. But no. Perhaps it’s because I’ve been forced to wear this crown my whole life and kept closeted in here like some manner of rare bird. But regardless. No. I don’t love Lilith. Fortunately for her and Morgana, they don’t need my love to make use of me. Hence this moment here and now.”

“Why haven’t they replaced you, then? Or corrupted you?”

“Who says they’re not trying? That this is part of their process?”

That hit me. “You’re saying this is about you, not me?”

Her lips curved in amusement. “Oh, but you are the narcissist.”

“I’m the Tenth and last Savior,” I said wryly. “I think I’m entitled.”

“Fair enough. But yes. Corruption on all sides, enough for everyone, everywhere. Such is Lilith’s bounty, and so forth. But I think they’ve kept me for another reason.”

“What’s that?”

She didn’t answer at once but continued instead to study herself in the mirror, slowly brushing her hair. Her brush, I saw, was ornate; its silver backing was whorled and inscribed with complex patterns that drew the eye and held it. Magical?

“My reluctance is my true value, I think.” Her voice had become dreamy, detached. “What use a second Morgana, as perfidious and dedicated as the first? No. They know of my resentments, my independence, and they’ve allowed it to blossom. I’ve had many long hours to think about this paradox, Savior.”

“And your conclusion?”

“That they mean to use me as bait. To lure you into danger. The poor, isolated young beauty, a pure soul amongst such Morathi darkness. They mean for us to connect, to bond, then use that bond against you.”

I sat back, considering her, feeling the truth behind her words. Wasn’t that what was happening? Where had my anger gone? My resentment and bitterness? Already I was seeing Alusz in a different light.

“So you’re a victim,” I said. “A pawn on their chessboard just like me.”

“Yes. I think so.”

“And when you come of age?”

She shrugged a slender shoulder. “Most likely I’ll be deposed, and disappear. Oh, it need not mean my death, though that’s possible. But probably I’ll be sent to a nunnery or some other obscure place to worship Lilith in name only till I die. But there is little sense in focusing on something that will happen only three years hence. By then you will have died or succeeded, and my fate will be meaningless compared to Lilith’s victory.”

“Which you oppose?”

She paused, lips pursed, considering my question. “I suppose I do. Though I think it inevitable. Perhaps it is more accurate to say I resent it.”

“Resent the end of the universe,” I said.

She smiled. “I hear your mockery. But has Lilith failed so far? Each Savior has been broken. Some in the first sphere, some in the last, but all have bent knee to her. Even Golden Pelleas, the first and greatest. Does he now not serve her with all his undead heart? He does. You must therefore excuse me if I think her odds are great.”

“Fair enough.” I leaned forward, elbows on knees, to rub my thumb in one calloused palm. How my hand had changed. 

“However, my thoughts have not merely been focused on Morgana’s objectives. I’ve also given thought to how we can best foil her hopes.”

“Yeah?” I looked up at her. “By not fucking?”

“Well, yes, that.” Her smile was just shy of pitying, an upward tilt of the corner of her mouth. “But our true rebellion must be to not develop any regard for each other whatsoever. That is what she hopes for. That I, a deprived, sensitive girl, will fall for the handsome Savior, who in turn will pity this poor queen and seek a way to aid her, to help her escape the castle and journey with him to Malkuth, or some such.”

She shook her head with dark amusement. “Therefore, we must do the opposite. I suggest we sit here in silence for however long you deem appropriate, and then I will summon your portal and you can go back to your companions.”

Suddenly restless, I stood and began to pace, darting glances at Alusz as she resumed brushing her already flawless hair. I reached the drape-covered wall, turned, and crossed the room again.

Was she right? It felt right. The kind of shit someone like Victor would have come up with - an attempt to manipulate my base emotions, use my goodness against me. My compassion, my empathy, my pity. 

If so, then Alusz was right to resist it. 

But damn it, if it wasn’t already working. I couldn’t help but admire this solitary girl. She was clearly intelligent, clearly stronger than Morgana gave credit. And she was confident, too; she’d discussed every element of this plan without doubt or hesitation. 

I wanted to ask her about herself, learn about her upbringing. But those very impulses were signs that she was right. 

I reached the far wall and turned.

“Very well. Let’s give it twenty or so minutes. That should be enough.”

She looked at me through the mirror. “So short? I must admit I’m disappointed.”

I blushed, went to protest, then caught myself. “This was to be a business-like engagement, right? Twenty minutes is fine.”

“If you say so.” She turned back to herself and resumed brushing her hair. 

I resumed pacing. 

The minutes dragged out. Morgana would clearly know. Fucking left you flustered, your heart rate raised, your irises dilated, all kinds of shit. The second she saw Alusz sitting there, all composed with perfect hair, she’d know what hadn’t happened.

Was Alusz right? Would that matter, if we both swore that we’d fucked?

I stopped halfway across the room.

I’d already sworn to do my part of this bargain if we used Morgana’s token. 

I had used it. 

If I didn’t fuck Alusz now, I’d break my word to the Source. 

I palmed my face and groaned.

“What is it?” asked the young queen.

“Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck.” I moved back to the chair and sank into it. “We have to go through with this. If I don’t, I’ll break my vow to Morgana. I can’t do that.”

She stilled, staring at me through the mirror once more. “You’re sure?”

“Yes.” I leaned forward again to bury my face in my hands. “Yes, I’m sure.”

“What were the exact words of your vow?”

“You were there.”

“Repeat them regardless. I would hear them spoken aloud. Perhaps there’s a way to observe the letter and not the spirit.”

My face burned. “She said I had to come inside you at least once.”

Alusz didn’t move, sitting as if frozen, but I saw her expression harden, her eyes blaze with a fury all of her own. 

“That whore,” she hissed.

“You can say no,” I said. “I will not do this against your will.”

Alusz gave a hollow laugh. “You think I have a choice in the matter?”

“That’s what they keep telling me. That we all have a choice.”

“I am the queen of the Morathi. Even if reluctantly. I will not turn you away, Savior, if that is the will of the regent.” She sat, stiff-backed, and her voice had taken on an edge of formality. “If you feel compelled to fulfill your oath, then I, as the representative of my people and Lilith, will do my part.”

“Well, fuck,” I said, pinching the bridge of my nose. “That’s just great.”

“Yes,” she said, shoulders slumping. “Isn’t it?”

We sat in silence. I examined the problem from all angles. Morgana had made it clear that purposefully activating her token meant my accepting her terms in the name of the Source. I’d done so willingly, aware of the price I’d have to pay to save Valeria’s life - which meant I would break a vow to the Source if I refused to comply. 

Damn it, I’d been ready to get it done before Alusz had made me think there was a way to get out of this.

Before she’d humanized herself and made the whole matter infinitely more complex.

“Enough,” said Alusz, and rose to her feet. “If we must do this, then let us get it over with.”

“Yeah,” I said, my voice was little more than a croak. 

She seemed to hesitate, considering the desk before her, then bit her lower lip, looking at the bed. 

“Come on,” I said, rising to my feet. “I’ll not do you bent over a table. If we must do this thing, we might as well have some dignity about it.”

“Fair enough,” she said, and gathered her skirt to precede me to her four-poster. At its edge, she hesitated again, then turned to sit. “You’ll excuse me if I do not undress.”

“I’ll excuse just about anything right now,” I said.

“Then… I’ll lie down like so.” She lifted her legs to lie on her side, facing off the edge of the bed, one hand slipping under her cheek. “You approach me from the other side of the bed.”

Heart hammering, unsure of myself, and fighting the arousal that was awakening within me, I did as I was bid. 

Sitting, I removed my boots, then crossed the bed to lie behind her, our bodies but a few inches apart.

She was breathing more quickly, I realized. She’d gathered her black hair before lying down and tucked it under her neck; it spilled before her and over the edge of the bed, leaving the nape of her neck bare. 

“Here,” she said. With both hands she pulled up her skirt, hiking it up behind her so that I saw her dark stockings and the pale expanse of thigh between her knee and ass. She wore undergarments, which she hesitated on lowering, hooking her thumbs under their edge but pausing.

“We don’t have to do this,” I said again. My voice sounded strange to my own ears. “I knew what I was getting into when I used Morgana’s token, but you don’t have to agree to this.”

“No,” she said, voice firm. “This is my duty. It helps that I don’t find you completely unpleasing to the eye. Or that… on some level, I suppose, this isn’t something I’ve not considered in private. Even… well. No matter. We both are symbols of sorts, are we not? We both have offices to discharge. Responsibilities. I accept mine. You accept yours. Therefore… let us…”

She trailed off, then, abruptly, pulled her panties down over the swell of her ass and to her knees.

“There,” she said, tucking both hands under her cheek. “I trust you know what to do from this point on.”

“I’ve had some experience, yeah.” Still, I hesitated. “Maybe I’m wrong. Maybe the Source won’t consider this kind of deal enforceable. Not if it means doing something like this.”

She turned then, her dress rustling on the bed, regarding me over her shoulder. “Do you find me repugnant?”

“What? No!”

“Then, if we were other than who we are, you not the Savior, I not the queen of the Morathi, would you have objected to this act if we had met naturally on some other world?”

I felt my face flush. “I mean, that’s a crazy question, but…” 

Her gaze was solemn.

“I… I could see us getting along, sure.”

“Then, though I am hardly an authority, I doubt the Source would object. You find me pleasing. I find you… moderately so.” I thought I saw a flash of tightly restrained amusement in her eyes, but then it was gone. “What we do here is in accordance with our desires, on some level, and furthers our obligations to powers far greater than either of us. Yes?”

“Sure,” I said hesitantly.

“Then let us be about it,” she said, turning away once more. “Imagine, if it helps, that we are back on your homeworld. Had met at some social occasion, and returned to your home. That we’d engaged in light conversation, until at last at the end of the night we found ourselves in this bed.”

“I don’t have a four-poster in my bedroom,” I said, deadpan.

“A humble bed, then. And lying together, we realized our mutual attraction, and…”

I relaxed back down onto the pillow. The idea was absurd. Where would I have met Alusz Iphigenia, queen of the Morathi, back in Ruddock, Ohio? Ten Pins? At the 7-11 parking lot where we’d hang out on Friday nights? A house party? 

The very thought of bringing her home, introducing her to Mom and Dad - or, no, sneaking her into my room - was insane.

And yet…

I shifted closer.

She was breathing lightly, rapidly. 

“You’re sure?”

“Yes,” she said. 

I laid my hand on her bare hip. She flinched.

I drew my hand back. She reached behind, found it, and brought it to her hip once more.

“People have done far worse things for their countries and faiths,” she whispered. “This hardly ranks on that list. In fact… it’s quite possible… that we may enjoy it.”

To say I was conflicted was putting it mildly. I was straining at my pants by now, the sight of her pale ass under the upraised skirt mesmerizing, and realized I’d been attracted to her from the start - her mystery, her disinterest, her enigma. 

“Come, Noah,” she said, moving her hand from my wrist to the front of my pants. “You claim this isn’t your first time. Must I do all the leading?”

I pushed down my pants, freed my cock, and shifted forward a few inches. Pushing my head down between her asscheeks, down between her thighs, I angled it up and found her wet heat.

She shifted subtly, opening herself to me. With smooth pressure, I slid within her, deep into her tight pussy, till my body was pressed against her own and the scent of her hair was thick around my face. 

Alusz gasped, tensed, then relaxed as I slowly withdrew.

Neither of us spoke again. Something about our restraint, how neither of us moved nor caressed the other, how I couldn’t see her face, was strangely arousing; I fucked her slowly at first, but when she turned her face into her pillow to stifle her first moan, I began to move faster, ever faster.

And she moved with me.

I took hold of her hip. She kept her face pressed into the pillow, but I could hear each muffled cry. 

I pistoned into her harder and harder, knowing that at any second, I would fulfill my oath, and by coming inside the Morathi queen, I’d be free of my obligations.

But I wanted her to come, too. 

Maybe that was messed up on my part. Maybe I should have just gotten it over as quickly as possible. 

But staring at the nape of her neck, at the dark hairs that formed the pattern of a “V” just beneath her hairline, I suddenly felt a rush of desire for her, felt pity and horror and tenderness. A desire to give this lost and brave young woman something good out of this encounter. 

So I paced myself, fucking her hard but slowly, holding her tightly as her moans came faster and faster, until at last she clutched the blanket beneath us with a clawed hand and cried out. Her face free of her pillow, her whole body arched with pleasure as she tensed around my cock like a fist. 

I needed little more inducement. A couple more hard thrusts and I came as well, exploding deep within her, pressing my face for the first time to her neck, feeling her warm skin against my cheek. I held her tightly as we both rode our own orgasms.

Finally, I pulled away. Slipping free, I tucked myself away, and rolled onto my back. My heart was pounding. Given the excesses I’d experienced with my companions, what Alusz and I had done was almost chaste, but my mind spun, my thoughts disordered. I found myself more conflicted than before.

Alusz lay still, one hand still clutching tight at the blanket, until at last she relaxed, reached down, and pulled her panties back up. Lifting her hips to smooth down her skirt, she rolled onto her back to lay beside me.

We both stared at the underside of the canopy without a word. 

“I… I feel like taking your hand,” she said at last. “But that feels too much like falling for Morgana’s trap.”

“Fuck Morgana,” I said, and found her hand with my own.

She covered it with her other, and we lay there, breath slowly returning to normal, the fever in my blood abating, my pulse growing regular. 

“Fuck Morgana,” she whispered softly, pensively. “But so far she’s the one fucking us.”

I looked sidelong at her. 

“Because I am feeling something for you after all,” she said, not meeting my eyes. “Just an infatuation, to be sure, but still.”

“Infatuation,” I said.

“Yes. No doubt I’m projecting my hopes and dreams onto you. You’re a handsome canvas for me to use for just that purpose.” She flashed me a guilty smile then looked away. “By Lilith and all her betheliim, I hated to be manipulated thus.”

“So do I.”

“Then there must be something we can do to frustrate her. Some way, perhaps, that I can help you.”

“Like what?” I asked.

She rolled toward me and propped her head up on one hand. “Nothing overt. I can’t help you cheat at the actual trial, nor move the Fulcrum. Lilith herself would notice. But perhaps I can help in a smaller manner. Something subtle but significant.”

“Sure,” I said. “But like what?”

She bit her lower lip as she considered. “Where is your fifth companion? She was with you when you were first presented to me but missing when you passed in Aegeria. I know Morgana and everyone else is dying to know. But if there is a problem there, perhaps I can be of help.”

I studied Alusz. Could I trust her? 

Then I considered my own situation, how hopeless everything felt. 

Perhaps a leap of faith was required. 

“She’s removed herself from our group,” I said. “She carries a demon within her and fears your regent will summon it at the worst time to kill us all.”

Alusz frowned. “I don’t understand. Why did you choose her as your companion if she’s so dangerous?”

“It’s a long story.” I interlaced my fingers beneath my head and looked up. “But we just learned the truth of it in Tagimron. She won’t come back to help us till the demon is gone, and we can’t succeed without her.”

“Then have it removed,” she said.

“Not so easy. It’s bound to her soul by terrible Hexenmagic. Wait.” I looked at her. “Can you remove the demon?”

Alusz shook her head apologetically. “That’s beyond me. But I know much of how Hexenmagic works. Parasites, demons, all manner of Lilith’s servants can be placed within someone to control or suborn them. They can be torn free by force, but the best way to neutralize them is to master them.”

“Master them,” I said. “How do you do that?”

“It varies greatly. But all such creatures derive strength from the struggle to keep them at bay. The fear they generate feeds them.”

“So, if you stop fearing them, they lose strength?”

Alusz nodded. “The more you accept them, the more they fall under your control. But doing so also changes you. They melt away as they melt into you. If your will is strong enough, however, you can master them and remain yourself, even as you are changed to some degree.”

“Nobody’s got a stronger will than Neveah.”

“Then perhaps she has been fighting her demon in the wrong way.”

“But… fine, say she decides to accept it. To master it. How does she actually go about it?”

“Like I said.” Alusz rolled onto her back. “It varies. But one constant lies in having someone you completely trust oversee the process. If they can make you feel safe, if they can surround you with a love that you do not doubt, then it becomes exponentially easier to turn around and accept the evil within yourself and master it.”

“Huh,” I said. “Neveah loves me, but I don’t think she trusts me to that degree.”

“Is there nobody she trusts, then? No old friends, no mentors, no family?”

“She has family,” I said. “Her grandmother and mother are still alive.”

“And does she trust them?”

I thought of everything Neveah had told me - how powerful her family was, the wisdom they had developed over the course of their lives. The wisdom they had hoped Neveah would develop in turn. How they had trusted Neveah, and blessed her, and how she spoke of them with reverence and love.

“Yes,” I said.

“Then if you wish, I will open a portal to where her family resides. Perhaps you can take her there, and with her family’s help assist her in conquering this demon.”

“You’d do that?” I sat up. “But what if you’re caught?”

“Then I’ll be punished.” Her smile was amused. “It happens often enough that I’m almost past caring. Besides, the satisfaction I’ll get will make it worth the while.”

I didn’t know what to say. I tried to think her offer through, to figure out where it could be a trap. “I’ll discuss it with my friends,” I said. “If we all agree, then yeah, I’d definitely take you up on that offer.”

“Then so be it,” said the queen of the Morathi. “And if it works, then we might just find a way to get our revenge on Morgana after all.”

 

Chapter 13

 

 

 

Neveah, I pulsed at her hovering form. One last time. Talk to me.

The corruption writhed, distressed by my presence. I wished I could scour it away altogether, forming some purified love-beam that would disintegrate it from Neveah’s sanctum once and for all.

But no dice.

The faces leered at me, formed and melted away, while tendrils emerged from the ooze to probe at the air, recoiling when they got too close.

Would she come? I knew she heard me. I knew my message was now packaged with the right ardor and compassion to get through to her. 

But would she come?

I didn’t repeat myself. Hovering, I waited, legs crossed, hands on my knees. I watched as she slowly revolved in place, curled into a tight, protective knot, Morghothilim’s cursed length plunged through her chest.

Finally, just as I was about to give up, her eyes cracked open, and she turned her head to stare at me. Was that annoyance on her face? 

I could understand, if she thought I’d come to badger her again about the same issue.

Listen, I said, cutting in before she could protest that she still wouldn’t join me. To save Valeria’s life I had to bone the Morathi queen. Long story. But she’s not drinking the Kool-Aid -

The Kool-Aid?

Sorry. I meant she’s not pro-Lilith, and is willing to help us to strike back at the regent and the whole system that’s holding her prisoner. So we got to brainstorming, and she told me how we can deal with your demon. 

Neveah floated around to face me directly, uncoiling from her fetal position to hover, resplendent and regal. 

She said there are two ways to remove a demon. You can tear it out by force, or you - Neveah, that is - can master it from within by accepting it. It feeds off your fear, you see, the very struggle you put up to keep it away is what gives it its strength. If you can accept it, stop fearing it, you can master it.

Sounds like a trap.

Yeah, right? But fuck, what else we got going? But Alusz - the queen - she’s willing to put her money where her mouth is. 

You have the strangest sayings. 

She’s willing to open a portal to wherever will help us most, as long as it doesn’t interfere with our Gharab quest itself.

I felt a little manic. The emotional lows I’d just been through, the whole experience with Alusz, the burning, primal need that I had to get Neveah on board, to cleanse her, to give us even the slightest shot at winning through - I felt like I’d downed six cups of coffee after five all-nighters. Nearly feverish.

She asked me who you trust most in the universe, who could help you through that process, and I said your family. Your mother and grandmother. Right? She’s willing to open a portal back to your family cottage. So they can help you absorb the demon, master it, and come back to us.

Return home. Her tone was skeptical.

Right? You’d trust your grandmother and mother to help you, wouldn’t you?

Her spirit eyes burned as she considered me. Suddenly I felt like I’d missed something, like thinking there’s another step at the top of a flight, only to jolt down when it’s found to be missing. 

Who is to say that accepting my demon won’t simply give it complete control over me? This advice comes from a Morathi.

You’re right. We can’t be sure. And while I trust Alusz, I guess it could all be an elaborate ploy to fuck us up. But what it comes down to is we don’t have a choice. I’ve got nothing else on the table. We can’t proceed with Valeria in her state, and we can’t wait for her to heal. And we sure as fuck don’t have a chance of burning through four more of these realms in a few weeks without you. The way I see it is, we might as well try. Your grandmother sounds incredible. Maybe she could advise us on this. 

Neveah nodded slowly, reluctantly. Return home. 

I waited, not knowing what else to say.

The seconds stretched out between us. 

Very well, she said at last. I don’t share your confidence. I think this is a trap. But as you said. We have no other options and are running out of time.

Awesome. Relief swamped me. Right up to the last moment, I hadn’t known which way she’d jump. But is there something I should know about your family? Some reason you’re hesitating?

My mother and grandmother… Neveah trailed off, searching for the right words. They have lived full lives. Walked the paths of glory and death. They have earned their lessons, each in turn, alone. We do not believe these lessons can be learned if we are helped. 

So they might say this is your cross to bear?

My cross? 

Your burden, your problem.

Yes. But further, they may decide I am past redemption. I have fallen very, very low, Noah. 

Oh. And if they decide that?

We won’t leave my family cottage alive.

I nodded soberly. 

But I have failed to uncover any other option, she said, voice heavy. I have searched, I have meditated, I have sought to fight this demon by myself, but it is too strong. The ritual they used upon me is too mighty for my spirit alone. Perhaps Grandmother can help me conquer it. Perhaps there is wisdom in accepting what cannot be defeated. Very well. How does your queen propose to send us there?

She’s not my queen, I said. And she’s proposed opening a portal for us. We’re to go to her chamber in secret and she’ll open it there. Communication’s tricky since I’ve no way of reaching out to her, so we’ve agreed that she’ll open a portal to our suite each time dusk falls. 

Who will come with us?

We can’t leave Valeria behind by herself. We debated splitting the team, but in the end agreed that just you and I would go. In the end, we’re the only ones that have to be there.

Neveah nodded. Very well. You are in Emelias’s estate?

We are.

Then I can be there before dusk. I will see you soon, Noah.

Thank fucking god. Yes. I’ll see you soon.

And Noah?

I paused, having begun to float back toward the aperture. Yeah?

Her expression was inscrutable. Thank you.

You know it. Let’s get this demon taken care of so we can get our asses to Malkuth.

Sounds like a plan. I’ll see you soon.

See you soon, Neveah.

I floated back into my reservoir and opened my eyes.

“Well?” asked Brielle, tone impatient.

“She’s coming. Will be here soon.”

“Thank the Source,” said Imogen, standing off to one side.

I scratched the back of my head. “She thinks this is all a trap.”

“Who doesn’t?” asked Imogen. “But even if it is, there’s a chance we can wrest an advantage from it all the same.”

“And imagine if you could enlist her mother and grandmother to help us,” said Brielle. “If they’re as formidable as they sound, that could make all the difference.”

“Neveah made that sound unlikely. They’re big into letting each new generation figure things out on their own.”

“The fate of the whole universe is literally at stake,” said Brielle. “Maybe they’ll make an exception this once.”

“Maybe.” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “But I think I’m going to get some sleep before Neveah gets here. It feels like we camped in Argos a week ago.”

“Agreed,” said Imogen, covering her yawn. “I might join you.”

“And I,” said Brielle. “But first, I’m going to wash.”

I stared down at my grimy sweat-and-blood-covered clothing. “Good idea.”

“But that’s all,” said Brielle, raising a warning finger. “Don’t get any ideas in your head.”

“I just slept with the queen of the Morathi and am planning to go wrestle with a demon. For once I’m just really, really excited to cuddle,” I said. “So no worries there.”

“Hmm,” said Brielle, and pulled her tunic over her head. Her breasts bounced as they pulled free of her shirt, and I couldn’t help but stare at her tanned cleavage with its constellation of dark freckles. 

“On the other hand,” I began.

She threw her tunic at me. “Incorrigible.”

Imogen laughed under her breath. “How strange our dynamic. Never would I have dreamed that I’d love a man and not only be willing to share him with four - perhaps five? - others. Nor that I could come to love those women as sisters in turn.”

“If that’s true,” said Brielle, rising to her feet so she could shimmy out of her crimson leather pants, “then you should be willing to bathe with us.”

Imogen froze.

“Come on,” said Brielle. “After all we’ve been through, do you honestly think I’ll judge you for carrying Harmiel?”

“I - I don’t know.” Imogen looked down. 

“Well, I won’t. I’ve honestly lost track of how many times we’ve saved each other’s lives - and yes, I’ll admit it, I care for you as a sister as well.”

Imogen’s gaze flickered up, and a mischievous smile crossed her lips. “I’ve heard conflicting messages on that score.”

Brielle snorted in exasperation. “I’m surrounded by fools. I made my peace with Anastasia, and now my love for her is… healed. So enough with the protesting. Join us in the pool.”

Imogen glanced at me uncertainly.

“I agree,” I said. “It’s high time we got over it. I think only good things will come of this.”

“I… very well. Excuse me. I’ll… I’ll be right back.” Imogen stepped out of the room.

“Too far?” asked Brielle, looking sidelong at me. “You think we should have let her decide on her own when the time was right?”

“Nah,” I said, standing so I could shuck my clothing as well. “I don’t think she’d ever have made that jump. You did a good thing.”

“Well, don’t sound so surprised. As royalty, my every act is by definition ‘good.’” With a smirk, she pulled her bra off, stepped out of her panties, then leaped into the pool feet first.

I laughed, got naked as well, and jumped in after her. And holy fuck, the water was exquisite. The heat soaked almost immediately into my sore muscles; a moment later, I floated to the surface and onto my back. Drifting to the pool’s edge, I rested, arms outstretched along its tiled lip. 

Brielle floated in the center, face-up, and so didn’t react immediately when Imogen appeared in the alcove, a towel wrapped modestly around her torso. 

For all the towel covered, far more was on display - her shoulders, arms, and legs from mid-thigh down.

And everywhere Harmiel squirmed, slowly pouring itself across her body like putrid molasses. 

I knew from intimate experience that to the touch, Imogen’s skin felt natural; with one’s eyes closed, you’d never know she was so covered. But the sight was challenging. The hues were of rotting blues and browns, ghastly greens and toxic yellows, mostly without form but looking like some kind of protoplasmic ooze. Eyes were depicted in the depths of the black and purple whorls, dark spaces that could have been mouths, a surrealistic swirl of organic shapes and colors that made me think of amoebas from some Lovecraftian hell.

Brielle caught sight of my face, rose to tread water, and gazed upon her.

Imogen froze, tensing, looking for all the world like a deer startled at dawn, ready to flee at a moment’s notice.

“So that’s Harmiel.” Brielle’s voice was solemn.

“It is,” said Imogen, holding her towel tightly about her chest. 

“Somehow I thought it was going to be worse,” said Brielle, tone dismissive as she pushed onto her back again. “I’ve been imagining it to be mostly dicks.”

“Mostly dicks,” said Imogen, tone blank with disbelief.

“You know, like the kind children draw. To be honest, I’m relieved it’s just your run-of-the-mill evil imagery.”

Imogen stared blankly at her and laughed, and at that moment I realized Brielle’s brilliance. 

“Well, it’s not ‘just dicks,’” Imogen said, moving to the pool’s edge and sitting down so her legs slipped into the water. “I’m glad to say.”

“Me too. Would make it so much harder to take you seriously.” Brielle raised her head just enough to look at her. “But get in the water already.”

Imogen glanced at me, and I gave her an encouraging nod. Tentatively, she opened her towel, then slipped into the water as quickly as a fish to duck completely under the surface.

“Ah!” she emerged with a gasp. “That is… indescribable.”

“Right?” I grinned at her. 

Imogen cocked her head to one side as she undid one braid, running her fingers through her interwoven tresses before working on the other. She then ducked back down into the pool, and I saw her massaging her scalp fiercely before she arose once more.

“By the Source, I never want to leave.” She swam over to me, turning at the last to press her back against the pool’s edge.

“How have you been bathing all this time?” asked Brielle, tone one of idle curiosity.

“Carefully. Cups of cold water when I can get a moment alone.”

“Cups of cold water.” Brielle shook her head in wonder. “Barbaric.”

Imogen shrugged. “We bathed with cold water in the academy. I’m used to it.”

“Then this must seem positively decadent,” said Brielle with a grin.

“You’ve no idea.” Imogen rested the back of her head on the pool’s edge, allowing her body to float up. Harmiel painted her dark, her figure looking like a streak of pollution in the water, but my love for Imogen made that irrelevant. I found her hand in the water and squeezed it. 

For a while we remained thus, simply enjoying the heat and each other’s company, the only sound that of the occasional splash or sigh. 

I closed my eyes, drifting in the heat, but found myself unable to relax. Images kept returning to me, images of horror - Karios, burning; Valeria losing her hands; Neveah floating in her sanctum, pierced by Morghothilim. 

Finally, I gave up. “I’m going to get some sleep.”

“Sounds good,” said Brielle, who’d been washing out her crimson hair with an herbal shampoo she’d discovered. “I’ll rinse and join you.”

“As will I,” said Imogen. “Though I’m tempted to try and find a way to fall asleep in this pool.”

“Not a good idea,” I said, then pulled myself out, water cascading down my body. “Come.”

Imogen took my hand, and I hauled her out easily. She immediately stepped over to her fallen towel and wrapped it around her, casting a worried glance at Brielle.

The princess ignored her with sublime assurance, humming under her breath as she washed her hair.

Together Imogen and I padded into the large bedroom, detouring only so I could snag Shard. The sheets were fresh, and I couldn’t help but feel guilt over taking advantage of the labor of those enslaved by the Morathi. One more criminal act of inhumanity for which they would pay.

That pondering led me to think of Alusz. Could she be trusted? My instincts told me yes, but it wasn’t too hard to think of Rosanna back in Ghogiel, the Hexen witch who’d beguiled and captured me. 

I pulled on a fresh pair of drawstring pants and sat on the edge of the bed to towel my hair dry.

“You look unhappy,” said Imogen, coming up behind me and leaning on my back, her breasts firm against my skin, chin on my shoulder.

“I am. The farther we travel, the more the horrors pile up. I’m at the point where I can’t even bring myself to trust a young woman who seems as much a victim as I am.”

“With good reason,” said Imogen, fingertips caressing the skin of my lower back. “She is the queen of the Morathi. I think some skepticism is warranted.”

“I know.” I dropped the towel into my lap and stared glumly at it. “I just can’t wait to return to a world where I don’t have to doubt every single person I meet.”

“One day,” said Imogen softly. “If the Source wills it.”

“Yeah.”

“Come on,” she said, pulling me down onto the mattress. “This moment may not come again for a long time. Let’s enjoy it.”

She nestled her head on my shoulder, molding her slight frame to my own, and sighing contentedly.

“There is so much horror,” she said, voice soft, tracing spirals on my chest with a finger. “And yet, like sparks rising into the night, there are moments of beauty, of grace, even now.”

I ran my fingers through her damp hair, listening, loving the sensation of having her with me.

“Moments of joy. Made all the more profound and precious for being so rare. We cannot give the darkness our whole attention. We must focus on these small moments, because in the end, they are what matter most.”

“Matter most?” I asked.

“Yes.” Her voice was soft, contemplative. “The bigger, grander goals seem to be all that matters, but that all lies in the future, and there are no guarantees that we will accomplish them. If we do, fantastic. But if we don’t? If we fail? Then these moments of grace will have been even more precious.”

“We will succeed,” I said.

“Perhaps. But I find peace by not finding my strength in that hope. I’m learning instead to find meaning in these small moments. Of course, I hope we succeed. But if we don’t, then these small moments - like Brielle accepting all of me - they will have made the journey worthwhile, a blessing in and of itself.”

I frowned, staring at the far wall. I thought back on our journey, and the memories that arose moments of horror, cruelty, abuse, and pain. 

But there was an obverse side to that. Moments of joy, laughter, tenderness, and vulnerability, rewarded with ever greater love.

I thought of the man I’d been when I’d first picked up Shard. Afraid, doubtful, second-guessing myself at every turn, not believing I deserved such love, such companions, such importance.

It wasn’t the pain that had made me a stronger man. It was the love I’d experienced along the way, the bonds I’d forged. Those relationships had given me the courage to attempt what I would have considered impossible before - to not only attempt but succeed. 

“Strange,” I said. “I always thought having companions was a way to directly strengthen me. Like, increase my ability to cast magic, become stronger, to bolster my will. Remember how my scores have been going up?”

“Mmhmm,” murmured Imogen.

“But now I realize those numbers, that direct influence, is secondary. You know? The real benefit has been having you guys with me, loving you and being loved. How many times has the difference between success and failure come down to that faith in each other? That love?”

“It’s our greatest weapon,” said Imogen softly. “The sole weapon that Lilith can never claim in her arsenal.”

“Yeah.” The truth of it hit me all over again. “Pelleas was this incredible guy, right? The greatest warrior, greatest mage, all that stuff. And he still failed.”

“Perhaps he was too much of an egoist,” said Imogen. “Perhaps, for all his strength, he was ultimately brittle for not loving as purely and deeply as he should have.”

“Strength. It’s like a trap.” I fumbled my way toward the truth. “I saw that in Valeria’s trial. How she believed - believes still, maybe - that strength, the willingness to never concede defeat - is the greatest weapon.”

“Hmm,” murmured Imogen.

“But maybe what she thinks of as strength is really something else. A willingness to use violence. To fight at any cost. Because Neveah is probably the strongest person I know, but her strength isn’t just from her ability to deal violence.”

“It’s her will,” said Imogen.

“Right. And she never concedes, but it’s different from Valeria. Valeria… she doesn’t understand this conflict in any other way but violence. Fighting. The ability to kill. Whereas Neveah… her strength, her will, comes from her integrity. Do you see what I mean?”

“Hmm,” said Imogen again. “Kind of.”

“It’s like… Valeria’s sense of self-worth comes from her ability to fight. If she can’t fight, she loses heart. But Neveah’s strength comes from her sense of self. Even when she was trapped in Taniel’s dungeon and utterly defeated, she still was strong. Her ability to fight comes from her sense of self-worth.”

“I can see that,” said Imogen. “Yes.”

“And we have to show that to Valeria,” I said. “Because without her hands, she’s going to be in her own version of Neveah’s dungeon. Unable to fight. Where Neveah held on, Valeria will…” I couldn’t bring myself to say it.

“Break,” said Imogen softly.

“Yeah. I hoped she’d learned that from her manifold trial, but I’m not sure she did. She had enough faith in me to listen, to do the right thing, but since then, I think that faith has slipped some.”

“Valeria?” asked Brielle, stepping into the room, head cocked to one side as she dried her hair. “I thought she was doing better in Aegeria.”

“She was,” I said, ignoring Imogen’s flinch, knowing she was fighting the urge to get under the covers. “But it was touch and go. Each time Khalistria swatted aside her crossbow bolts, I knew how much it had to gall her. And to wake up without her hands?”

“Not good,” agreed Brielle. “But what can you do? That is her path to walk.”

“I have to help her,” I said. “I mean, what happens to us if we lose her?”

Imogen sat up. “Lose her?” 

“Yeah.” I slid an arm behind my head. “If she kills herself, or leaves.”

“I’m not sure,” said Imogen. “But surely it will result in our being weakened. We’ll lose the abilities we gained when you bonded with Neveah. Our ability to regenerate our magic so quickly. But more than that, you will lose her strength, the physical influence she’s had on your body. Your ability to fight will no doubt be diminished.”

“Not to mention the damage it will do to our group emotionally,” said Brielle. “Valeria hasn’t always been the greatest joy to have around, but I can’t imagine proceeding without her. If she leaves? It would be a crushing blow to our morale, our spirit.”

“Then we have to find a way to help her when she wakes up. Have to do everything we can to help her regain her hands.”

“So you want to stay here till she does?” asked Brielle, setting her towel aside.

“I think we have to.” My stomach tightened at the prospect, my heart pounding with slow, heavy regularity. “I just can’t imagine moving on without Valeria healed. I know she’ll reach the understanding she needs one day to deal with that kind of loss, but right now? I just… I can’t risk losing her.”

“Maybe this is what she needs,” said Imogen tentatively. “To hit rock bottom before she can recover and heal.”

“I mean, maybe,” I said. “But there won’t be time for her to heal her spirit while crossing these realms, right? Especially if we’re forced into a crazy sprint. Can you imagine what that would do to her psyche, to follow along from behind, unable to do anything but raise a ward and give us tactical advice?”

“Not good,” said Brielle.

“No. We have to heal her hands. Which means asking Morgana to keep her asleep till I get back from helping Neveah.”

“What a dance card,” said Brielle, stepping over to the bed, completely at ease in her nudity. She pulled up the corner of the sheet and slid under. “Ah. As long as I live, I will never discount the basic joys of sleeping in a clean bed.”

“Speaking of which,” said Imogen, relaxing her head on my shoulder once more, “there are only a few hours till dusk. You need to rest.”

“Yeah, right.” I stared up at the ceiling. “I just…”

“Enough,” said Imogen, pressing her finger to my lips. “There is only so much you can do. And right now, the best thing for you - for us all - is to sleep.”

I nodded. We lay still, and soon the breathing of both women changed, growing deeper and slower. 

But for a long time, I simply lay there, pondering, puzzling, trying to figure out how I could help Valeria. How I could heal the weakness in her core, that erroneous attribution of self-worth to her ability to fight. 

But nothing came to me, and eventually, I fell asleep as well.

 

* * *

 

I was awoken by a touch on my shoulder. 

Immediately, my hand shot to where I’d propped Shard by the headboard, only to find my wrist gripped by slender but incredibly strong fingers. 

“Noah,” said a familiar voice. “Peace.”

“Neveah?” I blinked as I sat up, Imogen stirring to wakefulness beside me. 

“Who else?” She stepped back, releasing me, and in the gloom, I could barely make her out. It was as if the shadows were drinking her in. 

A puff of fire arose from Brielle’s hand; warm tones of red and orange washed over the room, illuminating Neveah where she stood. Her eyes gleamed in the firelight, large and almost fever bright, and her face had turned gaunt.

“By the Source, haven’t you been eating?” asked Brielle, rising to her feet and taking up a robe.

“Not as much as I should.” Neveah grimaced. “The Morathi are dangerously alert. Their Hexenmagic has made evading their notice… difficult.”

“Then let’s eat,” I said, climbing out of the bed. “Unless you think I could get a hug first?”

“A hug?” Neveah repeated the words as if they were the most enigmatic things she’d ever heard. “I suppose so.”

“I’ll take what I can get,” I said, and moved in to embrace her. She stood stiffly within my arms for a moment, then relented and hugged me back. Perfunctory, sure, but coming from Neveah, I’d settle for it.

“The portal is open,” she said when I stepped back. “How long do we have before it closes?”

“It is? Shit!” I grabbed a tunic, yanked it on, then sat to tug on my boots. “Who knows? A minute? Five? This is a queen we’re dealing with. You’ve seen how difficult royalty can be to get along with.”

A pillow hit the back of my head.

Neveah couldn’t restrain a smile. “Then I suggest we hurry.”

I grabbed Shard, buckled it around my waist, and strode after Neveah into the pool room, where I saw a portal swirling against the wall. 

“Best of luck,” said Imogen, following after us, a sheet pulled over her shoulders. 

“Agreed,” said Brielle, and she stepped forward to hug Neveah. “I mean it. Please come back to us.”

Neveah stood stiffly until Brielle released her, then gave a curt nod. “I’ll do everything within my power.”

“Fuck, I’m starving, too,” I said, looking around. No food was laid out, and again I felt a pang of guilt. “I’ve got some rations in my pack, though. We can share that as soon as we’re through.”

“All right,” said Neveah, not sounding concerned. 

“Good luck,” said Brielle, kissing me softly on the lips. “Take care of yourself.”

“Yes,” said Imogen, stepping in to give me a tight squeeze. “And take care of her.”

“I will.” I took a deep breath. This departure was so sudden that I felt like my head was spinning. “Watch out for Valeria. We’ll be back as soon as we can.”

“The portal is closing,” said Neveah.

“Shit!” I grabbed her hand, and with a final wave, we lunged through it just before it closed.

We emerged in Alusz’s bedchamber, which was exactly as I’d last seen it; did anything ever change in this dark and dour room? Only the queen, it seemed, who now stood awaiting us in a dress of metallic green, which fell in rigid lines from her slender frame. 

“I was beginning to think you’d not make it,” said Alusz, studying Neveah intently. “But I’m glad to be proven wrong.”

“Your highness,” I said. “Let me introduce Neveah.”

The two women stared at each other without comment, and I raised my opinion of Alusz for being able to meet Neveah’s eyes without a qualm.

“Very well. I have agreed to open a portal to your home, Neveah. Will you tell me where that is?”

“My world is called Nameshar. My home lies in the continent of Marvash, in the nation of Yeven. Where the Dark Water flows out of the Windspine Mountains, twenty miles from the village of Kurbrek.”

“Nameshar,” said Alusz softly. “I know that world. One of the few that Lilith has yet to bring under her shadow.”

Neveah’s smile was response enough.

“Will that be a problem?” I asked. “Can you still send us there?”

“Not a problem,” said the queen. “Ur-Gharab has access to every corner of the Tree of Death and the worlds that hang lies stars about it. But I’ll have to focus.”

With that she closed her eyes and raised both hands, summoning complex purple circles into existence before her - orbits that began to rotate, bright specks and spheres trapped along their circumference. Sigils and runes burned alongside the orbits, and in their center, I saw the spheres of the Tree of Life, as I knew it, though in miniature.

Alusz frowned and gestured, and the orbits expanded outwards as we zoomed in. But the nature of her diagrams was fractal; the more we zoomed in, the more information appeared, as galaxies gave birth to ever more systems, new runes blazed forth, new suns burned with disparate lights.

“There,” she said, and finally a single planet grew into focus, enlarging to the size of a soccer ball. Its surface was mostly arid across the equator, with the upper reaches by the ice-free poles turning into bands of thick forest. There was little by way of oceans - perhaps only a fifth of the surface was given to water. 

“Nameshar,” whispered Alusz. “And here, Marvash.” The sphere expanded as we sank toward a large swathe of forest, rimmed along the northwest by severe mountains. It felt like a mystical version of Google Earth, and the dissonance made me feel almost dizzy. 

“The Windspine Mountains, and here the village of Kurbrek.” We zoomed ever closer, the image flowing up into the air of the bedchamber, expanding, until we gazed at a topographical map easily the size of a pool table. 

“How do you know of it?” I asked. 

“I didn’t till now,” said Alusz, opening her eyes. “But the process of finding it is the guide.”

“Just like Google Earth,” I said.

Both women stared at me.

“Never mind.”

“Indicate on the simulacra where you wish to appear,” Alusz instructed Neveah, who stepped forward, entering the pale purple fire of the hologram to trace a line from the small village of Kurbrek, following a line through the forest and up into the mountains, deep into the forest, until she stopped and turned to the queen.

“Here.”

The map expanded once more. Kurbrek slid out of view, and I saw a cottage grow ever larger till we hovered above it like a soaring eagle.

I felt my stomach cramp with reflexive fear. For a second, I didn’t understand why, didn’t understand why I was suddenly breaking out in a sweat, palms itching, fighting the urge to run.

And then it made sense. The last time I’d flown above this cottage, seeing it from this vantage, I’d been chased by Neveah in her demon form. 

I’d been minutes away at most from having Morghothilim plunged through my chest.

“Very well,” said Alusz. “Take my token. Hold it tight and speak my name, and I shall open a portal to bring you back here.”

“A hairpin?” I asked as she pulled it free of her gleaming tresses and held it out to me.

“Tokens are but symbols, and that one as personal and potent as any other,” said the queen. “Are you ready?”

“Yes,” said Neveah, but I could have sworn I heard her voice tremble. 

“Yes,” I said.

“I wish you luck,” said Alusz. “I know it strange to hear such words from me, but I mean it. May you find success, and may that success score a small victory for both of us in this insufferable war.”

Neveah’s expression was inscrutable, but I nodded my thanks.

“Then let us waste no more time.” She drew back her sleeves, extended her arms, and exhaled steadily, whispering words of power as she did so.

The air trembled, and I felt the fabric of reality warp. A portal coalesced, appearing much like a vortex does in water, deepening and widening until it was large enough for us to step through.

“Ready?” I asked Neveah.

In response, she took hold of my hand. Her grip was crushing, and only then did I realize the depths of her fear. But her face was stoic, her expression focused, determined.

“Ready,” she said.

Together, we stepped into the portal.

We emerged into a different world, on the grassy slopes of a mountain at dusk. The shadows of the forest about us merged into a general gloom that served to highlight the welcoming illumination from a wood cabin ahead.

The air was bitterly cold; I pulled my cloak tighter about my shoulders as I gazed up, spotting a crescent moon that appeared fleetingly in the gaps of the ragged clouds passing before its face.

“Home,” said Neveah. Her tone was impossible to decipher, somewhere between reluctance and regret, relief and wariness. 

The cabin was a large structure beneath a steep, slate-shingled roof overgrown with moss. Built on a raised deck that stood on wooden columns, it was fronted by a covered porch that ran all the way around, and a winding stairway that bent once to reach the grassy ground before it. 

Smoke was rising from the lone chimney, and the soft glow of candlelight was visible through the window drapes. The area behind the cabin was fenced in; a paddock perhaps, in which I saw a few shadowed shapes the size of donkeys. 

“You ready?” I asked.

“They know we’re here,” said Neveah. “That they haven’t killed us is a good sign.”

I hesitated; nothing was threatening about the scene - the bucolic cottage, the serene stillness. “Yeah,” I said at last. “I usually take not being murdered that way.”

Neveah glanced sidelong at me, and I thought I saw both irritation and amusement in the way she quirked her lips. “Any moment now.”

Before I could ask what she was referring to, the cottage’s front door opened, and two figures filed out. They were backlit, so I couldn’t make out much, but even so, it was clear who they were.

Neveah began to walk forward, so I followed just a few steps behind.

Both women moved to the top of the steps and there stopped, side by side. It was eerie; they were of the same build, the same height, though one’s hair shone silver in the moonlight, and appeared slightly frailer. 

Or was I imagining that?

There was no sound but the whisper of our feet passing through the grass. The closer we drew, the more something within me grew alarmed; I couldn’t pin the cause, couldn’t figure out what part of me was reacting, but the sense of danger was immense. Sweat prickled across my brow and the palms of my hand. It took effort not the summon the Vam, to simply walk toward those two women in the open.

Neither of them moved. Still, I felt like I was walking into a strong headwind and had to fight the impulse to breathe deeper. My stomach was tying itself up into bitter, acidic knots, and my mouth had dried out completely.

I’d never felt this level of apprehension, and this was just from walking up to them.

Neveah stopped a stone’s throw from the porch. Morghothilim was somehow painfully prominent, slung diagonally across her back. 

“Grandmother,” she said at last. “Mother.”

The women didn’t speak. I couldn’t make out their shadowed faces. But somehow, I knew exactly when they turned their attention upon me. I felt the intensity of their gaze like a great leaden hand pressing down on me, pressing me back, so my weight rocked back onto my heels. I dry-swallowed, every instinct telling me to run, to summon Manipura, to fly up in a column of levenbolts and prepare for an assault I could never defend myself from.

There was still no movement. Were they even breathing? Was this a trap - had we been sent to a simulacrum of Neveah’s childhood home, where instead Lilith’s greatest servants awaited? Perhaps I should -

“You have arrived in time for dinner,” said Neveah’s grandmother with a touch of asperity. “Fetch water from the well and come inside.”

“Yes, Grandmother,” said Neveah, bowing her head.

With that, both women turned and went back inside.

I heard Neveah sigh by my side, and wipe her brow. “Come on.”

“That’s it?” I followed her around the cottage, heading toward the back. “That’s all the greeting you get?”

“It’s more than I deserve. They’ve already shown incredible weakness in allowing me to live. To invite me inside?  That’s more love than I deserve.”

I took hold of Neveah’s shoulder and turned her toward me. “No, it’s not. You deserve far better than that.”

Neveah’s reaction was immediate. She stepped into my personal zone, face thrusting into mine, eyes narrowed in the dusky gloom. “No, Noah. I don’t. My weakness broke me, ruined Ilandro, and saw me corrupted past the point of redemption. The correct thing for them to have done was to strike me down the moment I appeared on their lawn. That they didn’t breaks my heart.”

My skin broke out in goosebumps. “You’re wrong,” I said. “But fuck it if you’ll listen to me. I know better than to argue with you right now. Let’s get that water and see where this goes.”

“Yes,” said Neveah, stepping back. “Let’s.”

She led me down the side of the wooden fence that lined the paddock, where an old well stood under a small, shingled roof. In silence, I watched as she dropped the bucket into the darkness. A splash sounded from below, and after a few moments, Neveah winched it back up, turning the handle over and over with mechanical efficiency. 

The whole time she stared at nothing, eyes wide, face slack.

“Hey,” I said, seized by intuition. I reached out to touch her shoulder again. “I’m here. I’m with you. You’re not facing this alone.”

She tensed under my touch, and I could have sworn she was about to slap my hand away. Instead, she sighed, bowed her head, then nodded. “Thank you, Noah.”

I reached into the well to unhook the bucket, and, knowing there was no longer room for words, led the way back to the cottage.

And goddamn, if anger didn’t start to burn within my soul. Perhaps Neveah was right. Perhaps she did deserve to die from some big picture point of view. Perhaps she was irredeemably corrupted. Perhaps her family had done her a huge favor by not striking her down.

But she was my companion. I loved her. And I would tolerate no one treating her like dirt. 

Even if they were so damned perilous, they had Neveah herself cowed.

I climbed the steps to the front door and hesitated, wondering if I should knock. Then that anger surged up once more and I stiff-armed my way inside.

I don’t know what I’d expected. Some ascetic dwelling, all monastic and minimalist? A dojo, perhaps, filled with weapons and training gear? 

What I saw instead was a homey, welcoming space that momentarily checked my anger. A bright fire leaped within the hearth, casting forth cheery light and filling the air with the scent of wood smoke. The cabin walls were of natural wood, but the logs had been stripped of bark, smoothed, and waxed, giving the place a rustic but clean feel. Tapestries and works of art hung along the walls, some pleasingly simple and homemade, others of shockingly refined skill, depicting, in the main, naturalistic scenes and wild animals. 

One corner was given to a kitchen, complete with stone counters, an oven, and copious shelves laden with jars, bottles, and boxes. Copper pots hung from the ceiling amid sheaves of drying herbs and cured meats. 

There was a circular table with curved benches, two narrow beds covered in quilts so welcoming and made of such vibrant cloth that they appeared to have been torn from rainbows, rugs underfoot as scrupulously clean as they were thick, bookcases along one wall, laden with tomes that caused the very shelves to bow beneath their weight.

I wanted to live there - to cook in that kitchen, to sit before that fire, to sleep in those beds. Everything was of the finest quality, built to last, gleaming and waxed, attention paid to the smallest details. 

Yet all that paled before the two women regarding me in turn. The grandmother crouched by the fire, while Neveah’s mother stood within the kitchen, in the middle of stirring the contents of a pot. 

The family resemblance was striking. I’d have recognized them as Neveah’s blood anywhere. Her mother looked like a mature, handsome version of Neveah twenty years from now, her hair streaked with silver threads, face harder, expression as sober and remote. 

And her grandmother? She’d crouched down by the fire like a woman a quarter of her age, and I saw strength still in the way she plucked a log from the pile built against the wall to insert it deliberately into the flames. Her face was wrinkled like a paper bag that had been scrunched up then smoothed out; her hair was completely white and pulled into a bun. Though her frame was slenderer than that of her daughter, she moved with such assurance and fluidity that I had trouble believing she was so old.

“Bring the bucket here,” said Neveah’s mother. 

I did as told, irritation rising within me once more at her tone. 

“And you, child, come here,” said the grandmother. 

“I want to introduce you to Noah Kilmartin,” said Neveah from the doorway where she was removing her boots. “He is -”

“Must I repeat myself?” asked the grandmother, voice deceptively soft.

“No,” said Neveah, and padded silently across the room to stand before the hearth.

I set the bucket on the floor beside the kitchen counter and turned to watch. Neveah’s mother did the same.

The old woman studied Neveah in the firelight, her lips pressing into a straight line, her eyes glittering. “Oh, child,” she said at long last, and I heard heartbreak in those words, a wealth of pain. “What have you done?”

Tears glimmered in Neveah’s eyes, but she carefully wiped them away. “The best I could, though it was… I was lacking.”

“You were,” said her grandmother. “Of that, there can be no doubt. Why have you come here?”

“To cleanse myself of Lilith’s corruption,” said Neveah, tone tense. “I must be rid of her curse and demon if I am to help Noah defeat her.”

Neveah’s mother spoke next, her tone harsh. “And you think we can work this miracle?”

“No,” said Neveah, defiant. “That falls on me. But it was suggested to us that you could oversee the process, and in doing so help me accomplish my task.”

“Suggested by whom?” asked her grandmother.

“The queen of the Morathi in Ur-Gharab,” replied Neveah.

Her grandmother smiled, a slow expression of amusement. “Oh, child. That is reason enough to destroy you.”

I stepped forward. “You could try, but you would have to destroy me first. And in so doing, you’d destroy the last chance the universe has to protect the Source.”

Her grandmother considered me, her amused smile not quite fading away. “And you are the Tenth Savior? Disappointing. It is late in the game, yet you are still weak.”

“I am as I am,” I said, drawing myself up. “I have passed the Five Trials, and crossed the ashen deserts of Ghogiel, destroying Lilith’s greatest servant there. I passed the tests of the manifold within Tagimron, and there also destroyed her greatest servant. Now I must journey across Gharab to reach Malkuth. Maybe I am kind of shit. But I’ve come farther than six of the previous Saviors, and I know it, I know in my bones, in my soul, that I’ll make it to Malkuth. And when I do, I’m going to hunt down that bitch queen and I’ll cut her down. Nothing in all the worlds will stop me, and that includes you, old woman. So you just try to hurt Neveah. You just try to kill her before me. It’ll be the last thing you ever do.”

Silence filled the cabin but for the crackling of the fire. Neveah’s grandmother studied me, expression inscrutable, then at last barked in laughter. “As far as threats go, that one wasn’t bad. Damaris, is that stew ready?”

Neveah’s mother, Damaris, turned to her pot and sipped from her wooden spoon. “I would say so, yes.”

“Then set the table, girl,” said her grandmother. “And hurry. I’m hungry.”

I felt wrong-footed. I was all pumped up, face burning from the intensity of my emotions, but now ignored as the three women set about preparing for dinner. Trying not to feel foolish, I stayed out of their way; shortly everything was ready, the large pot steaming in the center, wooden bowls set forth.

I sat down warily beside Neveah and watched in silence as Damaris filled each bowl in turn. The grandmother sliced a small loaf of dark bread with neat passes of a gleaming knife, then without preamble set to eating.

The meal proceeded in silence. The food was good, nutritious and hearty, the bread still warm as if freshly baked. I kept waiting for someone to speak, to ask a question, but nobody did, so I held my peace as well.

Damaris was fascinating. I couldn’t help sneaking glances at her. She was exactly as Neveah would be a few decades from now - lithe and composed, graceful and lethal, yet subtly different as well. She wore her hair in a loose bun through which she’d stuck what looked like a couple of chopsticks, and her skin had lost some of Neveah’s youthful luster. Faint lines appeared around her mouth like parentheses and radiated out from the corner of her eyes. 

I’d call them laugh lines, but fuck if Damaris looked like she’d not laughed since she was a toddler.

Finally, the meal was done. Unbidden, Neveah gathered the bowls. I helped, carrying the pot back to the kitchen, and together we took care of cleaning up while the older women moved to chairs set before the fire. There they sat in silence, staring into the flames. 

I wanted to say something ironic, to poke fun at the ongoing silence, but the inherent dignity of everyone present stilled my tongue.

When the dishes were washed and set to dry, the stew covered and returned to the oven, the utensils wiped, the placemats folded away, and the table washed, Neveah moved to stand before the other women.

Instinct urged me to hang back.

“Do you wish to know what happened to me since we last saw each other?”

For a moment, I thought neither woman would answer, but finally, her grandmother looked up at her. “There is no need.”

I bit back my urge to interject, seeing Neveah struggling with her own temper. 

It was Damaris who spoke next, her tone contemplative and soft. “The particulars do not matter, Neveah. You rose to claim the highest honor and were corrupted. People suffered as a result. Now you have been afforded a second chance and wish to cleanse yourself. What more need we know?”

Neveah frowned bitterly and looked away. “Nothing.”

Damaris nodded and resumed studying the fire.

“But when are we going to do this?” I asked. “We need to return to Ur-Gharab as soon as we can. We’ve got three weeks to get to Malkuth, and -”

“Patience,” said the grandmother. “All in its time.”

“All in its time?” I stepped forward. “You’ll excuse my French, but what -”

Neveah touched my arm. “Noah.”

“What?”

“They know what they are doing.”

“I know what they’re doing. They’re getting sleepy in front of a fire with full tummies. That’s not going to help us cleanse you of your demon.”

“I’d forgotten how impatient and self-righteous young men are,” said Damaris conversationally to her mother. 

“It is a necessary failing on their part,” was the response. “Like stags, they are driven by the fire in their blood to act first and think later. Still, without those urges, how would anybody ever get pregnant?”

Damaris smiled. “Perhaps the universe would be better off if nobody did.”

The grandmother snorted. “You say that now, but I recall how you glowed while you carried Neveah in your belly. Don’t pretend to have forgotten.”

“That was the happiest time in my life,” said Damaris softly, looking up at Neveah. “How I projected my hopes and dreams upon you. And to think you’ve failed them all so badly.”

Neveah paled.

“Listen here,” I began.

“Oh, be silent,” snapped the grandmother, and my ward against Psyche-Imperium shattered. My mouth snapped shut, and I found myself unable to even grunt in protest. “Neveah had more talent and potential than any of us, yet here she stands, drenched in foulness, pierced by horror, her sanskaras mutilated, her whole body little more than a fleshy casement for a travesty that makes me want to weep.”

“Sariyah,” said Damaris chidingly.

“Oh, very well. Go on, Savior, prattle on if you need to.”

My mouth loosened and I knew I could speak once more. I considered the ruined amulet about my neck. How powerful did she have to be to break it so easily?

“She’s right,” whispered Neveah. “You said I can only defeat my demon through acceptance, did you not, Noah? So why pretend otherwise? The girl I was at seven could defeat me today with ease. I am a shadow of my former self, and it is my fault. You need not protest otherwise. It can and should be plainly spoken.”

I wanted to deny her words, to comfort her, but knew it would be folly to do so. Instead, I forced myself to nod. “Will you lead her through this process? Help her heal and master her demon?”

Silence.

Neveah held herself so stiffly by my side she practically vibrated.

“Of course, we will help,” said the grandmother, Sariyah. “Were it otherwise, do you think we would have broken bread with you?”

“It’s just good to hear it spoken out loud. And - thank you.”

“Don’t thank us,” said Damaris, voice soft once more. “Nothing about this business is anything less than a tragedy.”

It was hard to think of a follow-up to that, so for a minute or so I just stood there awkwardly, staring into the fire. Finally, I roused myself. “How will we go about it? Do you have a method in mind?”

“He is stubborn,” said Sariyah, though she sounded almost pleased. “We’ve had heads of state and men five times his age too intimidated to speak in our presence, yet still he persists. How delightfully uncouth.”

“I wasn’t hired by the Source for my manners,” I said.

“I should say not,” said Damaris. “Your selection was questionable enough as it is.”

To my surprise and delight, I saw the corner of Neveah’s mouth quirk up for but a moment before the smile smoothed away.

“Regardless, no, we do not know how we will go about it,” said the grandmother, shifting in her seat restlessly. “These matters are best guided by the heart, by the Source, and by the moment. We shall decide when we come to it.”

Neveah bowed her head. “I know you do not want my thanks, but you have it. Thank you, grandmother.”

Sariyah waved a veined and liver-spotted hand. “Pssht, enough. You two can sleep in the barn. The tragedy of your presence and corruption is too nauseating to keep in the cottage.”

“Of course,” said Neveah, ducking her head.

I went to protest but caught myself. There was a limit to how far I could push this, and Neveah had already agreed. So, instead, I left both women before the fire, following her out the front door and onto the porch, then down the steps to the grass.

The cold was almost shocking after the comfortable warmth within, and my breath plumed out before me as I followed Neveah back around the paddock to a small structure I’d missed before. It was little more than a shelter for the donkeys, with a manger along one wall and a single bale of hay against the other. The muddy floor had been frozen into hard ridges, and despite the frigid air, I could smell the stink of sweat and manure.

After the homey delight of the cabin, the change was shocking. Still, I’d slept in far worse, so I set about shaping the hay into bedding. 

Neveah stood in the barn’s door, staring out at the night, hugging herself, and at first, she didn’t hear me when I called to her.

“It’s ready,” I said, sitting down gingerly on the straw. It did far less to cushion me from the cold ground than I’d hoped. “We should rest.”

“I feel like I’ll never sleep again.”

“Odds are against that one.”

She didn’t smile. 

I wrapped my arms around my knees and waited.

“Being back here. It hurts more than I could have possibly guessed.” Her tone was bleak. “It brings back so many memories.”

“Good ones?”

“You might not think of them as such, but yes.” She sounded wistful now. “More than what happened, I remember the person I used to be. The harder my mother and grandmother made my life, the more determined I became to excel. I felt… innocent. Fated for great things. It was a form of arrogance, but it carried me through every trial. Life felt… glorious. I’d forgotten. What it was like to enjoy living. It’s been so long.”

“Come here,” I said.

She glanced at me. 

“Come here,” I said again.

She peeled away from the doorway, stepped over to me, and sat by my side.

I wrapped an arm around her shoulders. “The future’s not written in stone, you know. We could pull this off tomorrow. Cleanse you. Then return to the fight. You could find that joy again.”

“Perhaps,” she said softly. “But I’m no longer that young woman. No longer innocent. I don’t think I’ll ever find joy in combat again.”

“Well, there’s got to be something you’re looking forward to. If this works, that is. If we pull this off.”

She sat still, shoulders hunched. At last, she sighed once more. “Penance, perhaps.”

“You’ve already earned that,” I said. “No, wait, hear me out. Sure, you fucked up. Your grandma’s urged us to mince words, so yeah. Ilandro, all of that. Your corruption. Your fault. But even since I met you you’ve been nothing but a source of strength and inspiration.”

Neveah clucked her tongue and moved to pull away in protest, but I held her tight.

“I’m serious. You might not want to hear this, but I’m going to say it anyway. If there’s penance needed for what you did, then I think you’ve fucking earned it. The Five Trials, Ghogiel, Tagimron - everything you’ve done to keep us alive, to keep us going. We’d not be here without you. That’s got to count for something.”

She stared down between her feet. “It’s not enough. I don’t know if it’ll ever be enough.”

“Then you’ll have to let me be the judge.”

“You’re biased,” she said.

“You know it. Because -” I took a deep breath. “Fuck. I mean, I straight-up love you, Neveah. And I believe in you. I trust you with my life.”

My words hung in the air between us, and she shook her head. “I want to tell you not to, but it’s too late for that.”

“It’s too late,” I agreed.

“And I don’t know why you love me. Or what that even means, when the real me died so long ago. I feel like little more than a shell. A ghost of the woman I once was.”

“Then I can only imagine how amazing you must have been if the ghost-version of you is so mind-blowing.”

She snorted. “You don’t give up.”

“Never. And you know who I learned it from?”

There was silence, but it felt different now, more companionable.

“Come on,” I said, pulling her down onto the hay. “We’re gonna need to snuggle really, really hard if we’re not to freeze out here tonight.”

“That much I can do,” she whispered, laying her head on my shoulder and draping her arm over my chest. 

We lay in silence. Subtle sounds filtered into the barn from the world outside - the occasional clop of a donkey’s hoof, wind stirring the branches, the distant screech of an owl. 

Eventually, Neveah fell asleep, but I remained awake. I couldn’t take my eyes off the hilt of Morghothilim, which remained strapped to her back, its great length curved about her body, its hilt rising over her shoulder like a curse she couldn’t be rid of.

I studied its dark hilt, a grim determination rising within me.

Tomorrow, I thought. You bastard blade, tomorrow you will be undone.

 

 

Chapter 14

 

 

 

It was before dawn when I awoke, stirred to wakefulness by Neveah’s departure from my side. For a moment I considered curling up in the hay, digging deeper into what lingering warmth remained, but I pushed aside that weakness and sat up. 

The interior of the small barn was gray with the early morning light. Two donkeys had entered at some point to stand close by, heads lowered as they dozed.

“Time to work,” said Neveah, pulling her mane of hair over one shoulder to deftly braid it.

“Work?” I’d never needed coffee more. The night had been long and cold, an endless length of uncomfortable hours in which I never quite managed to sink into a deep sleep. “As in, getting ready for your cleansing?”

“In a sense.” Neveah’s tone was brisk, quietly confident. “But not directly. We’re going to help with the chores.”

“Help with the chores,” I said, mind still feeling full of cotton. “I see. And why are we doing that?”

“Because they need to be done.” Her braid finished and thick as her wrist, Neveah tied off the end with a twist of leather and flipped it over her shoulder. “You don’t have to come.”

“Yeah, right. Like your grandma would let me in the cabin if I didn’t.” I got up with a sigh, feeling sixty-years-old. “What do we have to do?”

“More than you can imagine. Come on. I’ll show you.”

She was right. I’d always heard that living on a farm meant back-breaking labor from dawn till dusk, but I quickly found out why. The cottage was self-sufficient, and that was due in large part to the crops and animals secreted around it within small glades where natural sunlight could reach. Nowhere did I see tree stumps or signs of Damaris or Sariyah imposing themselves on the forest.

The result was a constellation of vegetable plots, fenced-in wallows and miniature pastures, and lots of walking between them. We first set to walking the fences, making sure they were in good repair, which, unsurprisingly, they were. Neveah, however, had higher standards than I did; we spent an hour or so replacing what looked like a perfectly good section of fencing with new posts, shaping the ends so they supported each other without the need for rope or anything but gravity. 

Then we hauled water to the cabin from the rear well, gathered eggs from an impressively fortified coop, and refilled the wood box. I left Neveah to milk the goats while I distributed feed to the six pigs and donkeys; the sun had risen over the mountain peaks by the time she declared us done.

“Normally I’d work all day,” she said, wiping her palms together as we mounted the steps to the porch. “Making soap from lard, baking bread, canning everything you can imagine, which involved spending hours by the stove to make sure the process went well.”

“Sounds like a dream,” I said, stomach rumbling loudly. “You ever get breakfast?”

To my surprise, Neveah gave me a genuine smile with a sidelong glance, then laughed as she pushed open the cottage door and entered.

I guess old chores were good for the soul.

Sariyah was within, sweeping the floor. The morning sunlight was already sluicing in through the windows, bringing out the smoldering colors hidden in every corner. 

“Morning,” she said, tone as brisk as Neveah’s had been. “There’s beans, bread, and bacon awaiting you, along with chicory root coffee.”

We both washed our hands in water so cold my fingers went numb, then sat to eat heaping portions off pewter platters. The coffee was earthy and strange but scalding hot and thus welcome. In a matter of minutes, the food had disappeared. 

“Now,” said Neveah’s grandmother, never ceasing her cleaning. “You can work on the roof which is about to spring a leak by the chimney, or head out and do some hunting. Our reserves are running low.”

“Hunting,” said Neveah, taking my platter and moving to the sink where she quickly washed out platters. 

“Shocking,” said Sariyah, pausing only long enough to smile wryly at us both. “But be back by early afternoon. There is much to be done.”

“Understood.” Neveah moved to a cunningly disguised cabinet that I’d not noticed before and pulled out two bows. She strung them both expertly, the muscles and tendons standing out in her arms as she bent them down, then handed me one and took up two quivers.

Sariyah had already gone back to sweeping. I didn’t say a word; instead, I followed Neveah down the steps, across the grassy sward, and into the woods. 

“Question,” I said, content to just follow Neveah as she purposefully strode deeper into the forest. “I mean, where I’m from we’ve got these stories about monks who were deadly fighters but spend their whole time in mountain temples sweeping leaves and stuff. Is that’s what’s going on here?”

“How so?” asked Neveah.

“Well, your mother and grandma are like, some of the most powerful and lethal beings in the universe, right? Yet your grandma is sweeping, and your mother is probably mucking out the outhouse or something right now. Which, actually, makes me wonder why they don’t have like, acolytes or novices here to do all the work for them?”

“That was me,” said Neveah, a fleeting smile crossing her lips. 

“But what I’m getting at is, why are they spending their time doing this stuff when Lilith is about to conquer the whole universe? Shouldn’t they be out there leading the fight against her?”

“Lilith hasn’t come here,” said Neveah. “That’s not a coincidence.”

“But still, they could make a real difference in the war, couldn’t they?”

“If they chose to fight, then yes, they could.”

“So why don’t they? There’s this guy where I’m from, Spiderman, and he’s got this saying that with real power comes real responsibility. Don’t your mother and grandma have a responsibility to use their power to help others in need?”

Neveah didn’t answer at first. She led me deeper into the woods, stepping nimbly over fallen logs draped in moss, hopping over gulleys through which trickled tiny streams, wading through glens where ferns rose to waist-height. “It’s a good question,” she said at last. 

I followed her around a large oak tree. “I know it’s a good question.”

She snorted. “I suppose the Savior can’t be blamed for arrogance. But the answer is complicated.”

“Try me.”

“Do you remember when I told you of my youth? Before I left for Bastion?”

“Yeah. Something about you toppling a government, then toppling that government when it proved worse, then being arrested, and… yeah. A lot of death and blood.”

“Correct. What I learned, and what my mother and grandmother had learned before me, was that power becomes its own justification. The more powerful you become, the more inevitable your own decisions feel. But this is a lie. For all my power, I left my world worse off than I found it. Yes, my intentions were good. But the consequences no doubt delighted Lilith, wherever she was at the time.”

“Wait, hold up,” I said, coming to a stop. “You saying that the more powerful you become, the less you should act?”

“Not exactly.” Neveah turned to stare at me across the glade we’d stepped into, the ferns hiding her from the waist down, the sunlight dappling her as it poured through the canopy above. “The wiser you become, the less you desire to interfere with the world.”

“But - no. I mean, that’s an argument against me trying to make a difference as the Savior.”

“You are anointed by the Source,” said Neveah, smile bitter. “My grandmother? My mother? Myself? We’re not. And look what damage my power did to Ilandro. My lack of wisdom.”

“But it’s helped me and the others more than anything else,” I said. “Without you, we’d never had made it this far.”

“You can say that because you can’t see the future,” said Neveah. “Due to my desire to change events, I now carry a great evil within me. An evil that nearly killed you in my manifold trial. That may yet destroy you and the universe’s hope for salvation. Think, Noah - if I had chosen to stay here, in this cabin, Ilandro would have chosen another. Someone who wouldn’t have fallen to Victor’s manipulations and caused his death. Who knows how much farther he might have gone? You in turn would have chosen someone else, and perhaps that person would have helped you in ways you can’t imagine. Wouldn’t now threaten everything with their own curse.”

I pressed my fingers to my temples. “Wait, shut up. That doesn’t make any sense. By that reasoning, Imogen should have never stepped forward. Neither should Brielle, or anyone.”

“There are degrees of power,” said Neveah softly. “Imogen, Brielle, powerful as they are, do not measure up to my lineage.”

“I’m sorry, I don’t agree. Someone back from my world once said, ‘All that evil needs to flourish is for good men to do nothing.’ Or something like that. You are good, Neveah. You care. You need to act. Who knows how many lives your mother and grandmother could have saved if they’d done the same?”

“Who knows?” asked Neveah. “Or how much worse the situation could be today if they’d fallen to Lilith, or in their hubris made the wrong decisions.”

I scowled. “That’s a chickenshit argument.”

“So I would have said before toppling my first government,” said Neveah with a smile. “Perhaps even after my second. By then tens of thousands had died, perhaps more. All that blood on my hands, and I’d still have agreed with you. But now? Today? Corrupted as I am? I’m not so sure.”

My scowl deepened. “I’m going to have words with your grandmother.”

“Feel free. But in which case, it was nice knowing you, Noah Kilmartin.”

I laughed, unable to control myself despite my foul mood. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome. Now come. If we don’t return with a deer over each shoulder, Grandmother won’t let us back into the cottage.”

 

* * *

 

The sun was sinking over the forest when Sariyah summoned us to the grassy sward before the cottage. Shadows were lengthening and the wind picking up a cruel edge, but I felt alert, alive, and ready for what might come. The day had been busy, the hunting giving way to dressing the deer and harvesting their flesh, then washing the blood off behind the cottage. It ended on the roof to replace a series of shingles dislodged by a recent storm.

Throughout, Damaris and Sariyah had avoided us, preventing any opportunity for conversation. Neveah, I could tell, was grateful; she lost herself in her work, relaxed in a way that I’d never seen before, losing some of that brittle intensity that had always characterized her for a more natural looseness that I found incredibly appealing. She probably gave me more distracted smiles that day than the whole time I’d known her, and I found myself enjoying the tasks as well. There was something to working with your hands, to accomplishing tasks that were at once minor yet important, to losing yourself in labor so all the concerns and fears and doubts fell away.

I could see the appeal of a life lived along such lines, hidden from the world and devoted to small, practical concerns.

But at last, an hour or so before I guessed dinner would be served, Sariyah and Damaris emerged from the cottage to step onto the rough lawn and stare up where we yet labored on the roof.

“Children, come down.” Sariyah’s voice was definite with authority. 

I shared a glance with Neveah as we rose to our feet, feeling a frisson of excitement and fear. Had the time come at last?

Together we made our way to the roof’s edge, then down the ladder. I could have easily floated down with Manipura, but something about this place made casual use of magic seem in bad taste.

Wiping dust from my hands, I walked to where both older women stood. Both striking, both standing with poise and confidence, but neither giving off any indication that they were amongst the most powerful people in the universe.

“Neveah, your mother and I have discussed the matter.” Sariyah’s voice was firm. “Despite our earlier assurances I was not yet wholly convinced that we should help you. My initial urges were suspect, corrupted by love and sympathy. Weaknesses that could deepen the damage you have done.”

“Perhaps killing you would have been the greater mercy,” said Neveah’s mother. “But I am weak as well. I do not think I could do it.”

Sariyah tssked in annoyance. “Disappointments abound. But no. We have decided that to kill you would be to impose our judgments upon the universe in a way that is against our philosophy. To direct events and invite further disaster.”

“You could have simply turned me away,” said Neveah.

Her grandmother smiled, an expression as cold as the mountain peaks themselves. “Which would have been another judgment on our part. No. You have acted in coming here, and I have decided that is reason enough to assist you.”

I couldn’t restrain myself. “Why are you so passive? What’s so wrong in helping others, in making a difference?”

Both her mother and grandmother studied me with cold intensity. I resisted the urge to duck my head; their gazes were formidable, and had I not undergone so many trials, I probably would have blushed and stammered an apology. 

But I was no naive youth any longer. I raised my chin and awaited their response.

“Neveah has already spoken to some degree as to our reticence,” said Sariyah at last. “Explained the dangers of power.”

My heart lurched in my chest. Had they been listening in to our conversations? And if so - how?

“But there is more to it than that.” The old woman smoothed the front of her apron across her stomach. “There is but one constant in the universe, and that is the inevitable movement toward entropy and Lilith’s victory. She cannot be defeated, only hindered, only slowed. Even if you reach her in Malkuth and vanquish her - a process I am positive you do not understand - you will not stop her. Only delay her for another thousand, or ten thousand, or million years. But in time, she will assuredly win.”

“Right,” I said, heart pounding in my chest. “I’ve heard this before. She’ll consume the universe until only she is left, floating in the void, upon which she’ll repent and become the Source of the next universe, which will be created from a birthstar.”

“Correct,” said Sariyah, betraying no reaction to my words or knowledge. “Thus, the only variable is the speed with which that will take place. Will this incarnation of the universe last for one millennium, or ten?”

“A struggle worth fighting,” I said.

“Agreed,” said Sariyah. “Thus, an adult must ask themselves: how best can I contribute toward the slowing of Lilith’s advance? For many, the answer lies in accruing power, seeking to mold the world according to their vision.”

“Sure,” I said, shrugging. “Governments, leaders, so on.”

“Yes. And the more power they accrue, the more change they effect. But all create evil in doing so.”

“Wait, what? You’re saying all governments are evil? All leaders?”

“Yes,” said Sariyah. “It is demonstrably true.”

“Bullshit,” I said, and felt Neveah tense by my side.

“I will not debate with you for the same reason I do not enter arguments with children,” said Sariyah. “But I will explain thus: on all the worlds of the universe where human life has arisen, there was a time when they lived in small tribes and roamed the wilderness, living off the land by hunting and gathering food.”

“Sure,” I said.

“And in most of those worlds, a time came when those people learned to cultivate crops and settled into one place where they henceforth chose to live.”

“The agricultural revolution,” I said. “What of it?”

“That moment is when Lilith truly enters that world.”

I made a face. “Lilith is the queen of, what, wheat?”

“Shut up, boy, and listen. Agriculture allows people to create more food, but in doing so it breaks the balance they had with nature. The wandering bands of people existed in harmony with the world, the number of their tribes limited by the bounty of the land. But once they exert control over it and can create ever more food, their numbers surge and become unnatural. Instead of twenty healthy individuals, you now have a hundred hungry ones. The number of humans pushes aggressively against the limit of food production. Which propels innovation, which leads to more land being cultivated, forests being cut down, technologies being invented, complex hierarchies being brought into being, wars, the creation of nations, then empires, along with the quests for dominance and ever more resources.

“Mankind becomes insatiable. Worlds change under their stewardship. The majority of their number suffer in poverty and ill health, while an elite is created who rules over them with force, religion, or philosophies that justify their mastery.”

I wanted to protest, to cut in, but found myself fascinated. I still didn’t agree but wanted to see where she was going.

“Lilith is entropy, boy. She is darkness and dominion; she is destruction and death. The more advanced a world becomes, the more it worships her. The more energy it consumes, the quicker it hastens the end of all life. That is the natural terminus of all civilizations, of all peoples: arrogance, ever greater power, and eventually the extinction of their kind.”

I held up both hands. “Whoa, hold up. You’re saying not one world out there has managed to find a balance and live in harmony with nature?”

“Not that I have heard of,” said Sariyah. “Most are still in the process, but all demonstrate the same ambitions: more power. More control. Greater dominion of their worlds. They achieve miracles right up until they develop the ability to destroy themselves, at which point they do. And who profits?”

“Lilith,” said Damaris quietly.

I pressed my hands to my temples again. “So, what are you saying? We should never have figured out how to plant wheat?”

Sariyah laughed darkly. “Have you not been listening? One cannot avoid Lilith’s conquest. All one can do is delay it.”

“But if you know this, you could use your power to create a just world,” I said. “You’re not longer a child. You’ve grown wise. You could do things differently.”

“No,” said Sariyah, tone chilling. “I couldn’t. I would make mistakes, different ones to be sure, but anything I touch grows worse in time. The more power I have at my disposal, the worse the consequences. No. True wisdom lies in understanding the nature of humanity and entropy. True wisdom is laying down the sword, withholding the blast of heavenfire, and not imposing oneself on the world. The more power one has, the less one should use it.”

“No,” I said, and smiled incredulously at her. “You’re saying the best way to fight Lilith is to go be a hunter-gatherer and abandon the world?”

Sariyah spread her arms wide to indicate her cabin, the fields, the chicken coop, and the rest of her little world. “This is as close as I’ve managed to come.”

“I’ve seen what Lilith can do,” I said, stepping forward. “How she torments, tortures, and breaks people. She isn’t entropy, she’s evil, and being good means opposing her. How can the Source create Saviors if, by your definition, those very people are making things worse by trying to defeat her?”

“Do you think it a coincidence that every Savior has failed?” asked Damaris, tone dark. “Do you think you are guaranteed to succeed?”

Her words hit me like a stone to the chest. “You saying Saviors can’t win?”

“I don’t think they can,” said Damaris, voice sounding subdued in comparison to Sariyah’s certainty. “I think the only way for a Savior to defeat Lilith is for them to embody the principles of life that we follow. Listen to my mother, Noah. Learn from her wisdom. Discard Shard. Give up your quest. Do not use violence to defeat that which feeds on violence. Stop creating pain and suffering.”

Now I stepped away. My heart was racing, and I felt like my head spin. “You’re mad. You’re both mad.”

“I believe,” said Sariyah, linking her hands behind her back, “that the only way for a Savior to win is to cease fighting, and in doing so, embody the principles of generative goodness. You cannot defeat Lilith with her own tools. That is why every Savior, even Pelleas the Golden, ultimately was defeated. You lose the moment you take up the blade. So cast it aside. You may remain here with us. And if you truly cut free Lilith’s hold of your soul, if you master your violent, dark instincts, then - and only then - will the Source be triumphant.”

I wanted to turn and run. They spoke with such assurance. And with my thoughts whirling, I couldn’t formulate a response. 

All three women watched me. 

“Neveah?” I turned to her. “You don’t agree with them, do you?”

Neveah bowed her head and did not answer.

“This is your one chance,” said Sariyah. “You are at heart a gentle soul, Noah. You were chosen, not for your martial ability or bloodlust, but for that very gentility and ability to love. Think - why would the Source not have chosen another great warrior? Why would it choose a weak youth with a big heart? Because it was your heart that was your greatest strength all along. What has followed since you were chosen has been a slow perversion of your purity. You have been corrupted. The more you have fought, the more power you have developed, the more you have fallen under Lilith’s sway. Reject her. Cast off the corruption. Lay down your sword and turn to the Source.”

The sun had nearly dipped behind the trees. The shadows were losing their definition and merging. Dusk was at hand. My breath plumed before me as I breathed quickly. 

Were they right? Was I playing into Lilith’s trap by fighting her? Was that why the previous Saviors had all failed? I felt like I couldn’t breathe, felt overwhelmed by nausea. I wanted to stagger away and vomit. 

Had everything I’d done thus far been wrong?

All creation in a drop of water, I thought. All creation before me.

My pulse began to slow. My shoulders relaxed, the tension bleeding away. My breath slowed, and the creeping panic that had been about to consume me faded. 

Sariyah’s eyes glittered as she watched me.

I tapped Manipura and rose into the air, crossing my legs and resting my hands on my knees. Closing my eyes, and under the aegis of the Vam, I dropped down into my reservoir, plunging down the length of the golden chord to where Muladhara lay at my core, its vast petals closed over its ruby heart. 

All creation before me, I thought.

The sanskara was vital, warm to the touch like a sun-warmed stone. Fleshy and smooth. Power flowed through the thick petals. An endless source of wonder. A font of strength. 

I exhaled, a slow, soundless breath, and as I breathed out, the sanskara trembled. The petals rippled, and then, to my never-ending wonder, began to open. 

The rose-colored world in which I hovered was suffused with this glorious sense of safety and fearlessness. I sensed my mother’s arms around me, holding me close, rocking me gently as she sang me to sleep. I felt the warmth of belonging, a deep and endless state of peace and security.

Within my soul, countless cracks and chasms began to heal over, holes and tears. Tears came to my eyes as doubt, guilt, bitter memories, and recriminations all fell away. In their place flowed a healing balm of primal innocence. 

The petals continued to open, peeling back; within the flower’s core, I saw thousands of rubies, packed tightly together and arranged in a complex spiral. I gazed deep into the heart of the sanskara, marveling, and felt the sanskara connect with me. My magic began to swirl down and into the flower, under and up into its gem heart, then flooded forth and into me. It was an invisible stream that felt like a torrent, rushing into the very core of my being. 

I threw my head back, transfixed, and closed my eyes. Sinking into that sensation as if it were the very first time, that endless, soundless tumbling pressure akin to lying beneath a waterfall, I simply existed. All thought fell away, and I was but the sum of my sensations. At last, the intensity of the pouring began to fade, and I opened my eyes to see that I now hovered in a clear infinity, the rose tint faded away from everything but the flower, which seemed even more refulgent than before - a rose-colored center to my all and everything.

In that calm silence I hovered, and only then, cleansed of my doubts and fears, my panic and horror, did I turn to Sariyah’s request.

To lay down Shard and give up my quest against Lilith. 

To embody the Source through inaction, and not embody Lilith in deed. 

And a great and primal refusal arose within me. 

No.

I would not lay down my weapon.

I would not, through inaction, bless Lilith’s ravaging of the universe.

I would not reject the gifts that the Source had given unto me, and seek to become a primal innocent, living off the land like an ancient farmer. 

I was the Savior, the tenth and last, and in me flowed the universe’s defiance to Lilith’s evil. 

I opened my eyes, lowering my feet to the ground. 

“So be it,” said Sariyah quietly. “You have made your decision. I will respect it, for I have no choice.”

“Thank you for your wisdom and counsel,” I said, and my voice sounded strange in my ears – deeper, more mature. “I appreciate your words but will tread my path as my faith commands.”

“One day,” said Damaris, “you will no doubt remember this moment. And perhaps you will regret your decision. But I pray that you do not, and that the Source moves through you in a way that defies our understanding.”

Sariyah shot her daughter an angry look, but did not comment.

“You broke vows when you conceived Neveah, did you not?” I asked.

“I did,” said Damaris, tone somber.

“And what suffering that brought upon the universe,” snapped Sariyah.

“But how that suffering pales in comparison to the light and goodness she exudes,” I said, reaching out to take Neveah’s hand. “I love her. With all my heart and soul, and would see her healed and whole so she may join me in my quest against Lilith. When you broke your vows, Damaris, your dishonor brought into the world a woman of such strength, such light, such purity of will and nobility of character that I know in my heart I will never meet her equal. When we defeat Lilith, the universe will come to this humble cottage and bow before you, and give thanks for your instinct that overcame your supposed wisdom so that life could flourish, and in flourishing, beat back the dark.”

Sariyah’s wizened face was pulled back into a permanent scowl now, but Damaris nodded jerkily, eyes wide, face gone pale.

“Now is the time to heal Neveah,” I went on. My whole body was thrumming as if a current were running through me, and in my reservoir, I could feel the golden filament resonating on. “Assist us if you will. But if not, I will do this myself.”

“I will help you,” said Damaris, stepping forward.

“I will not,” said Sariyah, turning away. “This arrogance exceeds my tolerance. You speak as if you understood matters that are beyond the ken of children like yourself. I will have no part in this madness.”

“Then leave us,” I said, feeling neither surprise nor disappointment. I felt elevated, outside myself, doubled as if something had entered me - a second spirit that bolstered my every strength and negated my weaknesses. “Damaris. Do you now the Siva Mantra?”

“I do,” said Neveah’s mother, voice quaking with emotion.

“Then let us all invoke it. What must be done must take place within my reservoir, and it is there that we will need you.”

“Pah,” said Sariyah. “This goes beyond madness. Damaris, I command you to leave off and return with me to the cottage.”

I saw Neveah’s mother hesitate, saw decades of obedience compel her to obey once more.

“Know peace,” I said, reaching out to take her hand with my free one. “Listen to your heart.”

“You dare gainsay me in my own home?” whispered Sariyah.

“Yes,” was all I replied.

“Boy, you are as nothing to me. Even now, with your sanskaras aligned and power flowing through you, I could snuff you out with a snap of my fingers.”

“Mother,” protested Damaris.

“I offer you my wisdom, I tell you what must be done, but you not only insist on ignoring me, you now risk my own daughter?” Sariyah’s voice was like that of a storm wind. “I will not allow this to be.”

“You never had any intention of helping me,” said Neveah, voice wondering. “Did you? You only hoped to convince us to give up.”

“Silence, whore.” Sariyah’s voice was a lash. “You are of no consequence, but this boy has the ability to save the world. I thought perhaps he might see reason, but I was wrong.”

“What will you do?” I asked. “Strike me down? I know you can. But if you do, I pray that you will at last stare your hypocrisy full in the eye as you act at last according to your true principles.”

“Don’t you lecture me,” she snarled.

“Because you are a coward, Sariyah. You fear yourself. You fear the mistakes you might make again. You don’t live in seclusion out of philosophy, do you? You’re hiding. That’s all.”

Sariyah trembled with rage, and before my eyes, she transformed. She rose into the air, and suddenly waves of power were rolling off her, such power as I had never seen before. It caused the grass to bend and ripple as if before hurricane winds; the trees cracked and bowed away, the very air distorted and churned. Above us, the clouds began to swirl as if Neveah’s grandmother had become the focal point of a vortex, and I could barely stand to look at her. I had to squint as if she had become the sun.

“Mother!” cried Damaris.

Neveah drew her demon blade.

“Stop,” I said, and clasped her wrist. “Don’t. She must reach her own decision. If she attacks us, then she will have to admit her whole life has been both a lie and a waste. Her only hope is to step away, and practice what she has been preaching.”

The air was throbbing, and Sariyah’s glittering eyes had been replaced by burning pools of white light. “I could mold your mind as I see fit,” she said, voice hollow with power. “I could break you in more ways than you can count. You dare - you dare -”

But I didn’t back away. I simply stood before her, holding Neveah’s hand in one and Damaris’s in the other, and stared up at Sariyah, unflinching, unbowed, unbroken.

“Act,” I said, my voice rising above the storm winds. “Act and impose yourself upon the world or honor your philosophy and leave us be.”

For a terrible second, I didn’t know what she would decide. She hovered above us, clouds funneling down to her, spinning as if descending into a spout; the trees and land about us were lashed by winds, the very air taking on the tang of ozone - and then, suddenly, she was gone. 

The cloud funnel began to dissipate, and the trees grew calm.

I inhaled deeply, realizing I’d been preparing myself to die.

“She’s gone,” said Damaris, voice tinged with wonder. “I can’t sense her within a hundred or more miles.”

“How did…” Neveah was regarding me with wonder. “Where did that come from?”

“I don’t know,” I said, then cracked a smile. “Guess there’s something to this whole Savior thing after all.”

“Let us do this,” said Damaris, voice hoarse with emotion. “Let us do this before I find myself unequal to the task.”

“Then come. Sit with me.” I lowered myself to sit cross-legged; Neveah and her mother did the same so we formed a triangle. “The Siva Mantra. Chant it with me.”

I inhaled deeply, held my breath, then began with the exhale. “The self within me sees the self within you; the self within me accepts the self within you.”

I lost track of how many times we repeated it, my eyes closing and opening as if by their own accord. But slowly, the resonance of power built up around the three of us, growing ever more intense with each repetition until it felt like the very air thrummed with our binding. 

Finally, I closed my eyes and sank deep into my reservoir, and there, pulling upon the power of the Siva, I drew Neveah forth from her sanctum, and Damaris’s spirit from the world beyond. 

One moment I hovered alone, and the next I was joined by their glowing spirit bodies, simplified and augmented, Neveah’s corruption remaining behind and not entering my reservoir with her.

We must do this in your sanctum, I said. Where corruption is at its strongest.

What are we to do? asked Damaris. How can I help?

The hope is that Neveah can defeat her curse by accepting it instead of fighting it. The danger lies in her falling under its sway completely. Your presence should help guide her, should help her stay strong. 

Very well, said Damaris, and I heard the sorrow in her voice. Would that I had played another role through her life. If I had, perhaps I’d be a greater beacon of strength today.

Neveah reached out and took her hand. You are here now, Mother. 

I am. Damaris inhaled deeply. Let us begin.

Neveah floated toward her aperture and there passed into her sanctum. I allowed Damaris to follow next, hearing her gasp of horror as I passed within.

The corruption was seething, bubbling as boiling on a hot stove, shuddering and sending waves back and forth across its repulsive surface. 

Perhaps, on some level, it knew what was coming.

Faces strained to break free of the fetid horror, only to relapse and sink back into the mass. Putrid colors swirled, darkened, and blossomed like ripe bruises. 

Neveah floated into the very center, to there turn and face us as Morghothilim manifested in the air, its length plunged through her chest, impaling her just as she had once impaled me.

Oh, Neveah, said her mother, and I heard sorrow, regret, and pain. But the shock was gone.

Don’t pity me, said Neveah, her voice growing hard.

I don’t. But this sight brings me pain. Then, a wry smile. Though what I feel is of little importance at this moment. How do we begin?

I hesitated. Now that the moment was upon us, I wasn’t sure what to do next. Perhaps… Neveah. Can you sense the demon within you?

No, she said. I keep it firmly locked away. Barred and controlled by my will. To the degree that I can’t sense it any longer, couldn’t sense it, even, till Victor showed it to me.

Then perhaps the first step is for you to relax that will. For you to cease holding it prisoner.

It was Neveah’s turn to hesitate. I understand what we’re trying to do here. But if I do that, it could come forth like it did in the manifold.

That’s what we want. You need to embrace it. You need to… I don’t know. Own it. 

But how? There was real fear in Neveah’s voice now, something I’d never heard before. How do I own something so terrible?

Damaris floated forward a few feet. I can speak to such a process. I had to do the same when I broke my vows and conceived you. Doing so shattered me. I lost much of my power, my very sense of self. I was consumed by guilt, by self-loathing, by resentment. It took me years to heal. And Noah is right. The only way to heal such a wound is to make peace with it. To change your very sense of self. Because, in a way, that change has already happened. You changed the moment you failed, or were weak, or corrupted. Since then, you have been fighting to remain as you remember yourself, the Neveah from before. That Neveah is a lie. You must accept the Neveah that is, the woman who failed, and only then can you resume growing, living, and being.

Neveah’s eyes were wide, but she nodded at long last, rising rose into a cross-legged hover. Very well. I will… try. But if I lose control of it…

You need to lose control of it, said her mother. Because control places distance between your true self and the lie you seek to hold onto. You need to embrace it. Become it. Think of the demon as the manifestation of your mistakes, your errors, your pain. It is you. It is the embodiment of your failures. Take it into yourself, accept your past, and in doing so, allow yourself a new future.

You sure you haven’t done this before? I asked.

Damaris cast me a sidelong glance, and I saw weariness, old pain, and some measure of bitter humor. My life has not been as I thought it would be or wished. I have known pain and failure and strived to make my peace with it. Only now do I think perhaps the dark road I have walked may have served a higher purpose all along.

Very well, said Neveah. I’ll… I’ll do my best.

She closed her eyes.

The corruption all around us continued to roil and swirl, but as the seconds rolled by, the frantic energy within the morass began to still, as if whatever energy animated the corruption was pausing, slowing down, and listening.

I resisted the urge to summon Shard into my hand. Floating before Neveah, I watched her face carefully, studying it for some hint as to how her quest was progressing.

The silence stretched out. The seconds became minutes. 

Then Neveah grimaced, a vertical line appearing between her brows. Her jaw tensed as she clenched it. A ridge of dark, chitinous scales swept down the length of her jaw then disappeared, fading back into her skin. Her body shook, stilled, then shook again.

You can do this, said Damaris.

Her grimace deepened as if she were in pain, and again black chitin swept around her face, lasting longer this time before fading away. Her hair, which had been hovering as if she were submerged, began to thicken into fleshy ropes. 

I… this is… Neveah’s words were thick, strangled. 

She wasn’t speaking to us.

We’re here, said Damaris, floating closer. You’re not alone!

Neveah’s spirit grew more definite, and I saw her ribs suddenly protrude like those of a starving woman on the verge of death, her abdomen growing ripped until a smooth eight-pack showed. 

A flicker, and it was all gone - Neveah floated before us as before.

I didn’t know what to say. I floated forward as well, feeling helpless, fighting back my own fear of what was being summoned.

On some primal level, my body was reacting to the memories of this demon. The pain it had caused me. The death it had nearly inflicted upon me. Instincts were clamoring for me to run, to escape while I still could. 

It became a battle to simply remain by Neveah’s side.

Black veins crept across her cheeks and brow, and shadows pooled around her eyes. Her lips lightened to coral-pink, and I saw a hint of fangs beneath them.

Neveah, I said. Don’t fight it. Accept it. Accept yourself.

Again, her ribs grew prominent, her body taking on a combination of the feminine and alien, like some HR Giger creation. Mottled crimson and orange leather crept across her frame, encasing her, pushing up her breasts. Her hips grew wider, and with an audible crack, her legs bent like those of a wolf, black claws protruding from her toes. 

Neveah? Damaris turned to me. What can I do?

Keep talking to her, I said. 

I’m here. I’m here with you, daughter. It’s me, Damaris. Your - your mother. I’m here. Can you hear my voice?

My body was made of spirit, but still, I felt the tension, the terror that I might have in my physical self. Watching Neveah take on her demonic aspect, I was riven by a horrible doubt - had this been a trap? Had Alusz played us for fools? Had we fallen for her gambit, ruining our chances forever of finding victory and peace?

Neveah, you must accept what’s happening. The pain, the - the guilt, the shame. It’s not right, but it’s who you are. And you’re more than that. You’re more than your mistakes. Or you can be, if you accept yourself, forgive yourself.

Wings stretched out from behind her back, skeletal, with black leather flaps, pushing out wide so they touched the far extremes of her sanctum’s sides.

The corruption. With a start, I looked about myself. The seething, putrid corruption was gone. We all hovered within an immaculate sanctum now, the walls gleaming like pearl.

It had all flowed into Neveah.

Desperate, I focused on my inner strength, recalling how I’d projected my love for Neveah before. I’d summoned her with the strength of my ardor and conviction, my respect and tenderness. I closed my eyes, bringing up the Vam Mantra to still my racing mind, and focused on that love, that deep and powerful reverence I felt for her.

Neveah, I said, pushing my love toward her. I pictured her as she was in my mind’s eye, tall and black-haired, her beautiful face quirked by a private smile, half-turned away as she looked back at me over her shoulder. Neveah, I love you.

A scream rang out, and my eyes snapped open to see Neveah staring at me.

Not Neveah.

The demon. 

Her eyes had turned jet-black, burning with hatred as she stared at me from her sunken pits. A serrated tail lashed at the air as she hunched over, wings fanned out to obscure the sanctum. 

What happened? yelled Damaris, falling back. What changed?

Had my love infuriated the demon? Empowered it, somehow? 

Neveah! My shout crashed like thunder within the sanctum. Neveah!

Her tail flashed forth and wrapped around Damaris’s waist - or seemed to, only to be pushed back as a pale lavender ward expanded from around her mother, quickly enveloping us both.

That’s when I remembered.

Even in her broken state, Damaris was one of the most powerful beings in the universe. 

Neveah screamed, hunching over and throwing her clawed hands out wide, then drew Morghothilim from her breast, the blade emerging slicked with black ichor.

Not good, said Damaris. Whatever you’re going to do, do it now.

The Vam Mantra was shivering within me, vibrating under the pressure of the moment; my calm and concentration felt artificial, mere moments from shattering. 

What had gone wrong? Neveah had released her demon, sought to accept it. Damaris had guided her through the process, I’d sent her my love - where had we made a mistake?

Neveah’s tail speared forth once more, the foot-long bladed tip slamming into Damaris’s ward with such power that cracks spiderwebbed across its surface. A mere moment later, she brought Morghothilim down upon the upper curvature of the sphere.

I yelled, throwing up my arm in an instinctual attempt to block the impossible, only to see the blade cut into the ward, then slow and stop. Sparks of lavender flame rained down upon us as Morghothilim slowly hewed through the ward, cutting inch by inch as Neveah leaned into the attack.

She is impossibly powerful, said Damaris, voice growing strained. Far more powerful than I ever expected. I can hold the ward for a little longer, but I’m weak against her. She is the sole person in the universe against whom I can’t defend myself.

Neveah! Take control - I cut myself off. Control meant repression, which was the problem here. No, she had to release the demon, but in releasing it, master it. Where had her mastery gone wrong?

Think! I wanted to box my own ears in sheer frustration. The Neveah-demon’s screeches were drowning me in their ferocity, her wings buffeting at us as her tail blade struck again and again and again.

Morghothilim was now a third of the way through the ward, radiating terrible menace above us as it continued to inch down.

Hurry! shouted Damaris, and now I heard strain as she raised both hands to project her power forth. Of course - wards were the projection of one’s sense of worth, of self-love, and for Damaris, Neveah represented her greatest mistake.

No time, no time - I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply, and focused on the Vam Mantra as I tried to puzzle out where we’d gone wrong. 

She’d lost control when I’d projected my love for her. I thought again of the Neveah I loved, her tall, slender frame, her wry smile, her -

The old Neveah.

I’d projected love for what we’d been telling her was a lie. I’d given value to that which she no longer was, what she was trying to evolve from. 

My love had been a slap in her face, the worst form of a sucker-punch.

I opened my eyes. What I had to do next needed to be done openly. I moved forward, to the edge of the ward itself.

Get back! cried Damaris. I can’t hold her back much longer!

Neveah, I thought again, but this time I stared into the demon’s pitch-black eyes. I took in Neveah’s face, human and beautiful even with the black veins spidering their way from her jawline and temple across her skin, and the mass of ropey dreadlocks hanging about her head like a lion’s mane. I stared at the creature before me and opened my heart to it. Opening my arms, I stepped forth, out of the ward.

I love you, I said.

Before in the manifold I’d projected those words to the Neveah lost within the demon, had reached down to the woman who’d lost control and whom I needed to emerge to save us both.

This time, I said it to the demon before me. I projected that love, that fierce, terrible, terrifying love out at it, and in my heart and mind’s eye, I accepted Neveah for what she was, what she’d become, what her trials and losses and corruption and betrayals had made her.

I love you, Neveah. All of you.

It was as if a great bell had been struck, a universe-spanning tuning fork had been rung - the chime quelled the demon’s screams, stilling its attacks. 

The demon drew Morghothilim from the ward and fell back, tail lashing behind it, wings beating to steady it within the sanctum.

It stared at me with eyes like black holes, staring with a mixture of incredulity and rage, disbelief and emotions so alien I couldn’t hope to understand them. 

I love you, Neveah. I won’t hide from you. I love your past and your future. I love your great strength and all your weaknesses. I love you in your human guise and in this one. 

She hunched over and screamed at me again, the sound like a blow, the violence of it causing me to narrow my eyes as my hair streamed back. 

But I refused to retreat.

She drew herself up, angled Morghothilim at my breast, and dove at me.

Noah! screamed Damaris, but I didn’t move, didn’t flinch. I simply stared at her as the blade coming lancing down, down as it had done before in her trial - but this time, it stopped just short of piercing my breast.

Neveah in her demon form loomed above me, but now she grew quiet, her tail stilling, the beats of her wings growing slow. Her expression was one of confusion, of uncertainty.

I floated up, past her blade, up close to where she flew, and reached out to touch her mottled cheek with my palm. My fingertips caressed the chitinous ridges of the scales that framed her face.

She flinched, drawing back.

I followed. 

Neveah, I whispered. Can you hear me?

In those dread black eyes, I saw a glimmer of humanity.

I love you, I said again, and heart thundering like a herd of mustangs crossing the plain, I leaned in to kiss her coral-pink lips.

That great chime sounded once more, and golden light flooded out from where we floated, scouring away the corruption that had begun to stream from her demonic form. Ashing it, disintegrating it everywhere.

In the distance, I thought I heard something screech - a high-pitched, almost inaudible register of sheer hatred and fury. But my thoughts, my whole being was focused on Neveah, on her soft lips, on kissing her with my heart and soul.

I love you, I whispered when I finally drew back, gazing into her demonic black eyes once more.

And I love you, she whispered back, and it was Neveah’s voice that I heard, even though it issued from those coral-pink lips, from her demonic visage. I love you more than I can ever say.

I pressed my lips to her own again, and only then did I understand what had finally happened. Only then did my heart surge, and I squeezed her tight, pulling her into a warm embrace. I kissed her fully, arms wrapping around her leathery shoulders and the base of her wings, feeling but not caring as her clawed hands embraced me in turn.

We’d done it.

She laughed when I broke the kiss, and together we turned to her mother, who floated up to join us.

I’m so proud of you, said Damaris, reaching out to touch her shoulder. To truly accept yourself is more than most can dream of doing.

Thank you, Mother, said Neveah.

And you are a worthy partner for her, continued Damaris, turning to me with a complex smile. I find that after all these years I understand the world and universe less and less. But your love for my daughter is true, and I believe in my core that it will be crucial in defeating Lilith. My blessings upon you, Noah. My blessings upon you both.

Thank you, I said, feeling awed, expansive, exultant.

I must find Mother now, said Damaris, floating back. Much needs to be discussed. I may not be in the cottage when you emerge, but know that as far as I am concerned you are welcome there for as long as you wish to stay. And if I don’t see you soon, I know that I will see you both before the end. Goodbye, my love. Goodbye, Noah.

With that, she disappeared. 

I turned back to Neveah, who yet remained in her demonic form, her great wings beating, her body at once alluring and alien. 

But one thing had changed - her eyes. They were Neveah’s once more, her large, aching blue eyes ringed with green. 

I love you, I whispered again.

Even if I look like this?

I took my time looking her up and down, making a show of it. From her taloned feet to her long, muscled legs, to her broad hips, defined core, protruding ribs, and high breasts - her whole body. I couldn’t tell what was her flesh and what was armor, or whether there even was a difference. 

But finally, I met her eyes once more and nodded slowly, decisively. Yes.

Tears welled in her eyes again, and she shook her head. I don’t know what to say.

How do you feel? Inside?

I feel… hollow. No. Light. She frowned as she considered the question. Great tension is gone. Something I’d not noticed before, a weight that I’d grown used to. I feel… clear. 

And Morghothilim?

She considered the demon blade. Its length shimmered with iridescence, and I thought I caught a hint of fear, of uncertainty from it.

It no longer masters me. I could snap it over my knee if I wished. Discard it. Destroy it. 

But?

She sliced the blade languidly through the air. But I find that I am grown used to it. Fond, even. Since it no longer has a hold on me, perhaps I should now use it as I see fit.

She opened her taloned hand, and her dread demon blade disappeared.

Gone? I asked.

Till I summon it back. 

We held each other’s gaze once more, slowly revolving within her sanctum.

Noah, she said at last. I never thought… that any of this… was possible.

I went to speak but she raised her hand, cutting me off.

Only now do I understand myself. The creature I became after losing Ilandro. The creature I let Lilith turn me into. I’ve been half a woman. A mutilated soul. I understand now, at long last. The only power that Lilith has over any of us is that which we give her. Her spells, her Hexenmagic, and that of her servants - none of it can affect us unless we allow it. 

I nodded soberly.

What happened to me on that altar. With Morghothilim. On some level, I felt I deserved it, and thus she was able to enslave me. And ever since I have spent every moment fighting to repress the guilt and shame I knew I deserved, an impossible battle which consumed almost every ounce of my strength. 

But now that fight is over?

Now? She smiled, revealing fangs. Now my strength is my own once more.

Her sanctum changed. 

It elongated, ceasing to be a nacreous sphere, and rose into a great column, its sides fluted and worked like those of a gothic cathedral. Below us, Muladhara appeared, similar to my own but different, the petals greener, slenderer. Beside us the black sun of Manipura appeared, its static rays of bronze slowly spinning about its dark heart. Above our heads, Anahata manifested, glorious in its emerald hues. Higher still, a purple sanskara appeared, a circular orb flanked by two wings. At the very last, high above and placed on an altar of glory, a thousand-petaled sanskara opened, its center a smooth heart of peerless crystal, utterly transparent. In its depths, I thought I would lose myself if I stared too deeply.

Is that…?

Sahaswara, breathed Neveah. The last sanskara I mastered before coming to Bastion.

Sahaswara? A jolt ran through me. You mastered it?

At the age of sixteen, in the jail where my own government kept me imprisoned for so long. 

Wait. All your powers are returned?

Neveah inhaled deeply, then smiled. Yes.

My heart leaped. Holy fucking hell. Lilith isn’t going to know what hit her. 

No, said Neveah, placing her clawed hand on my chest. She isn’t. Not now that you’ve liberated me.

And at that moment, something intangible changed between us, suffusing the air in her sanctum - a new tension that hadn’t been there a moment before.

Your love brought me here, said Neveah, trailing her clawed hand down my chest. Your acceptance of me helped me return to myself. Do you truly love me, Noah? Even my darkest sides?

I watched, mesmerized, as she floated down before me, hand cupping my crotch, her beautiful face upturned to mine yet her whole self still so alien, so terrifyingly powerful and different. Her wings folded themselves back upon her back, and she ran a single talon down the length of my cock where it strained beneath the fabric of my drawstring pants. It was the lightest of pressures, near snapping my self-control.

Had I even been wearing clothing a second or so ago…? part of me wondered, but then the thought was gone. 

The sight of Neveah before me, her lips glistening as she studied me, her taloned hand caressing my cock, was almost more than I could bear. Yes, I realized, I did love her, trusted her, even in this guise, even in this deadly form, a vision that I’d come to associate with death and terror. 

 I meant it when I said I love you, I said, and that was enough for her.

Her talon cut through the fabric of my pants, which faded away, and she lowered those glistening coral-pink lips to my cock, taking all of me in one slow descent. I groaned, hands moving to the fleshy ropes of hair that hung from her head. I clasped them as she began to throat-fuck me, moving with abandon and growling deep in her throat as she took my whole length, over and over again in a way that nobody had ever been able to.

We floated in her sanctum, spinning slowly as she worked my shaft, until I could restrain myself no longer. I reached down, cupped her chin, and drew her to me so I could kiss her lips before turning her around and bending her over.

It was surreal for her wings to spread as I cupped her perfect ass, whose cheeks now parted to reveal her puckered ass and sex. For a moment, the question of her leather armor and whether it was her or not gave me pause, for her appearance hadn’t changed, but now -

Fuck it. 

Holding onto her narrow waist, I pushed the head of my cock between her smooth lips, which were shaded dark purple, impossibly demonic in hue; with a sigh of satisfaction, I pushed in deep.

Neveah arched her back, and I saw that each vertebra was prominent, saw the contours of her pronounced ribs, the downward sweep of her back muscles, her wings spreading out wide as I began to pound her.

Wanting more traction, I grabbed hold of the base of her wings and leaned back, sliding in over and over again as she began to cry out, each impact of my hips sending shivers up her ass.

I watched, fascinated, as she fucked me in return, bucking her hips away and back into mine. Each time I withdrew, I saw her pussy lips cling to my cock. 

My mind was spinning, the sight of Neveah in her demon form doing a number to my sense of reality. Her body was supple and impossibly strong, muscles rippling as she fucked me back, her pussy hot and slick and squeezing me tightly like a fist. 

Her cries were growing louder, and all around us, a yellow light was beginning to burn bright. Within me, around me, I felt Svadhisthana roaring to life.

Match me, she said, and turned mid-air so her legs were wrapped around my waist, wings spread out beneath her like leathery blankets on a bed. Her eyes were wide and burning with fire.

Then I realized what she meant - her legs tightened around me with incredible strength, and I felt the bones of my pelvis begin to grind, shuddering under her strength.

I immediately channeled Manipura, drinking deep of the black sun’s power, and my body surged with a strength all my own. I laughed, clasped her by one broad hip, and reached down to palm one of her breasts. 

Her laughter joined my own. With a beat of her wings, she threw us both across her sanctum to crash into the wall - or would have if I’d not erected my ward at the last moment, cushioning what would have otherwise been a bone-shattering impact. 

Neveah’s eyes were alive with fire and desire, a provocative light that was half-defiance, half-challenge. Her tongue slipped out, longer than any human tongue, to lick her coral-pink lips as she pressed me back against the wall with her hips, grinding against me with enough force to shatter rock.

Well, this wasn’t my first day at school, either. 

Drinking deep of Manipura, opening myself completely to its roaring power, I felt my spirit body grow taut with power. With a surge I flew forward, pushing her back, driving her through the air.

She hissed, reaching for my neck, but I caught her clawed hand inches from my throat. It was like trying to wrestle down a force of nature, and her fingers flexed, talons just shy of my neck. 

Still, I drove her back, faster and faster, until we impacted against the far wall. Cracks radiated out from behind her as she disdained to summon her ward; with my other hand, I pinned her by the neck to the wall, leaning in with all my might to keep her fixed as I fucked her. Each pistoning of my hips channeled Manipura’s might. 

Her laughter spiraled up, half-crazed; with a supple flexion of her whole body, she shoved us both away from the wall into the center of her sanctum. We spun, revolving ever faster as I lost myself in the glory of making love to her, the whole world contracting to where our bodies touched. 

Harder and faster we fucked, her wings closing around us, cocooning us in darkness; her cries, her pants filled my world, until neither of us could hold back any longer. I came thunderously deep within her as she screamed. Her back arched, breasts pointing toward the ceiling as her body writhed, wracked by an orgasm of her own.

Light blazed forth from around us, blinding me. For a long, aching forever I was battered upon huge waves of pleasure, lost at sea, until at last, my vision returned to me.

Neveah was her human self once more, naked, with her legs yet locked around my waist. Her black, lustrous hair spread out about her as if we were truly underwater, her chest rising and falling as she caught her breath, body gleaming with light as if she were illuminated from within.

There were no words. 

We locked eyes, my cock still buried deep within her. I felt such a surge of victory, of hope, of love, that at that moment I felt invincible, ready for anything.

Lilith was well and truly fucked.

 

Chapter 15

 

 

 

We used Alusz’s token to open a portal back to Ur-Gharab upon returning to the real world. Together we’d stood in the grassy sward before the wooden cottage, and for long, silent moments, I’d waited to see if Neveah would want to say goodbye.

“Best we leave now,” she said at last, turning away. “There’s nothing left to be said.”

“Good.” I rested my hand on Shard’s pommel. “And I want to get back to Valeria as quickly as possible. Ready?”

A decisive nod from Neveah, and I activated the token. A swirling portal of black magic appeared before us, and without hesitation, we stepped through.

A moment of disorientation passed, and we emerged - not into Alusz’s bedroom, but directly into Emelias’s guest suite. 

I don’t know why that threw me off; of course Alusz could direct her portals to open where she willed, and it was arrogant to think she’d be available to receive us at any hour of the day or night.

But a chill went down my spine nonetheless, and my sense of foreboding was only exacerbated when I saw my companions leap to their feet at the sight of me, faces registering fear, anger, and relief. 

“What is it?” I asked, heartrate immediately beginning to pound.

“Valeria,” said Emma, her voice tight with emotion. “They’ve taken her.”

“Taken her?” The words didn’t register, had no meaning at first. “What the fuck are you talking about?”

Imogen was pale, collected, and clearly livid. “Duplicity. When Brielle and I went to take our shift, we were transported elsewhere while Emma and Little Meow were brought back here.”

Fury simmered in Brielle’s eyes. “Emelias is permanently unavailable, and not in the building. We went to the palace to get answers but were denied access. I was about to start killing people when a Morathi diplomat came out. He said Valeria’s condition had worsened, and that Morgana had her transported to Tantaghrast where she’ll await us by the Fulcrum.”

“Tantaghrast?” My mind was reeling. Only ten minutes ago, I’d been lost in the utter bliss of fucking Neveah in her demonic form, and now suddenly I was being forced to deal with this tragedy. “You’re kidding me. That doesn’t make any -”

“- sense?” said Brielle, finishing my sentence for me. “Of course not! It was a ruse. It must have been. To get you away, to distract you, then steal Valeria.”

“But why?” I moved over to a chair and sat, feeling dazed. “Why go to such lengths? I mean… Morgana could have just let her die. Or…”

“Think, Noah.” Imogen moved to crouch before me, hands light on my knees. “We’ve already established that Lilith doesn’t want to simply kill us. Ever since Brielle’s trial back in Bastion, she’s been looking to corrupt us.”

“She wants Valeria,” I said, piecing it together. “She’s going to wake her up. Alone, crippled, and without us there to tell her the truth.”

Silence was my only answer.

I groaned, stood up, and began to pace. “Fuck. And she’s going to be at her weakest. They’re going to turn her against us. And there’s nothing we can do about it.”

“We have to reach her,” said Neveah quietly. “And fast.”

“Her aperture,” I said. “Perhaps I can speak to her there. Hold on.”

I dropped to sit cross-legged on the floor, placing my hands on my knees and sank deep into my reservoir. Down the length of my golden filament, to where the five apertures hung suspended in the darkness. 

Training my attention on Valeria’s portal, I flew to it. 

Something felt off.

I extended my hand and willed the aperture to open. 

It didn’t move. 

Frowning, I poured more energy into the desire, the command. I visualized it irising before my hand, giving me access to Valeria within.

Nothing.

I don’t know how long I struggled with the aperture until at last, I opened my eyes.

“And?” asked Emma.

“Nothing. It won’t open. I can’t reach her.”

“Not good,” said Imogen, beginning to pace.

“What does that mean?” asked Emma, looking from her to me.

Imogen reached the far wall, turned, and strode back. “That Lilith has somehow managed to interpose herself between Noah and Valeria. Which should be impossible, given their sacred bond. A bond forged by the Source during the Five Trials.”

We stared at each other in silence, and my misery knew no bounds.

Emma turned at last to Neveah. “So. You guys. Success?” 

“Success,” said Neveah, with surprising warmth. Then she smiled, which underscored the depth of her change. “I am at peace with myself, and my demon no longer taxes my reserves. I’m ready to bring the battle to Lilith.”

“Well, that’s some good news,” said Emma. “But even so, it’ll take us weeks to reach Tantaghrast. We can portal back to Khalistria, but then we still have to get through Carcosa, then on to Matterlar, then Byzul…”

Frustration arose within me; with a cry of rage, I swept my arm through the air, dragging a levenbolt as thick as my thigh across the wall. Tiles, bricks, and potted ferns exploded in a shattering roar, leaving a ragged trench several feet thick in its wake.

I curled my hands into fists. “I hate these people. Their games. Their manipulations. Was Alusz in on this? Was she used by Morgana?”

“Does it matter?” asked Brielle.

“Yes. To me. But I’m so tired of this bullshit. Even with Neveah, it’s going to take us time to reach the Fulcrum. And every second we’re delayed is another that Valeria’s alone with their lies and poison.”

I pushed the base of both palms into my eyes and just stood there, reeling. I thought of Valeria awakening alone. The shock and horror she’d feel when she saw her stumps. The lies that would be told to her right after. Would they tell her she’d been abandoned? That she was useless now, that I’d chosen to ditch her and press on? Oh god, she’d eat those lies right up. They’d feed right into her greatest weaknesses and doubts. 

“What’ll they do to her?” I asked, voice little more than a croak.

“Corrupt her,” said Imogen softly.

“Turn her toward Lilith,” said Neveah.

Emma passed her hand over her mouth, face growing pale. “That was her card, wasn’t it? The one Shalarra drew? The Lilith card?”

“I thought that was her challenge back on Ghogiel,” I said, wild despair opening its wings of panic in my throat. “That she’d fallen as the Black Paladin or whatever but had overcome her temptation.”

“A time will come,” recited Imogen, tone solemn, repeating Shalara’s words, “when Valeria feels devoid of all hope, powerless against that which confronts you, controlled, even, by external forces. A nadir in which she is beset by the worst of her fears. When she may come to believe she has no choice but to bend the knee to Lilith and bow her head.”

“She can’t,” I said, needing to believe my own words. “She won’t.”

“They’ll have weeks to work on her,” said Emma, then sank uncertainly onto a chair. “And she’s at her weakest.”

A dangerous fury was building up within me again. I felt like a thunderhead, filled to bursting with power and ire, ready to destroy all that lay before me. But I held the rage within me - what point was there to destroying this chamber, lashing out like a petulant child?

“We have to leave now,” said Brielle softly. “We have to hurry. Even a day saved can make a difference.”

“Could we… this might be a stupid idea,” said Little Meow from where she’d been standing to one side. “Could we storm the palace? Find Morgana, force her to return Valeria?”

“No,” said Imogen. “There’s simply too many of them. And they’ll be ready for such an attack. Unless we came up with some deception.”

“A trick,” said Emma. “We could… we could ask to talk to her, negotiate her return or something. An exchange. Pretend we’ll give them - I don’t know - Shard, or whatever would bring them to the table -”

“No,” I said, and my voice rang out with final authority. “We’re not negotiating with them. We’re not lying, and we’re not playing their games any longer.”

“Agreed,” said Brielle. “Neveah is with us again. I say we storm these realms, cut our way through our enemies -”

“Nor that,” I said. I felt punch-drunk, my thoughts unable to settle. But certainty was filling me. “We’re done. We’re going to take control of this shitshow.”

“How?” asked Imogen. “I approve of the sentiment, but…?”

“Grab your packs. Follow me.” I hitched my own higher up my shoulders, turning toward the pool room’s double doors.

I marched to them, and at the last let slip Muladhara’s fury; levenbolts blasted both doors clear off their hinges, sending them crashing into the hall beyond.

I saw panicked faces, heard people running away. I ignored them, striding into the hall, and made my way to the front door. 

There I found Isossa, clad in a black ballgown that hugged her feminine frame, her black hair pulled back into an elaborate confection of pins and gleaming clasps.

“The portal to Aegeria awaits you in the great Ritual Hall,” she said; though her voice was calm, I could sense her fear, could see it in how wide her eyes were. “When you are ready -”

I ignored her completely and drew Shard. In that very motion, I unleashed an arcing flare of golden light that detonated against the iron doors, each twice as tall as I was. A second swipe, and a triangular segment in their center wobbled, wavered, then fell outward into the street with a resounding boom. 

Isossa opened and shut her mouth, helpless, as I walked past her, outside into the cold light of dawn. 

Emelias’s manor was built high on a ridge facing the heart of Ur-Gharab, with rivers of roiling clouds slowly pouring below us, cutting the ridge off from the main city. I gazed with cold hatred upon that segmented mass of walls and towers, the endless courts cut off from each other by portcullises and battlements. 

A city designed to endless withstand siege, to disorient, to befuddle any attacking force.

“You are mad if you think to fight your way through to the palace,” said Isossa behind me. “It would take you years, and you’d have to fight a thousand Morathi to do so. Admit it, Savior. You have no choice but to go through our portal. Aegeria and Khalistria await. Don’t spend your energies here. Save them for your trials. Come with me, and I shall escort you to the portal, where you can continue your test with honor.”

I turned and pointed Shard at Isossa’s perilously beautiful face. “If you ever dare speak that word in my presence again, I shall cut your tongue from your mouth. Do you understand?”

Isossa faltered and stepped back, a hand rising to clasp her throat.

I turned back to Ur-Gharab. But this time, I lifted my eyes from the morass of battlements and production zones, and traced the rise of the black smoke that billowed forth from a thousand smithies to inspect the palace tower. 

There, hovering serenely beside a large archway set in the tower itself, secured by thin filaments and looking as alien and majestic as anything I’d ever seen, was the Druach airship.

“Neveah,” I said without turning around. “Your mastery of Manipura allows you to fly now?”

“Yes,” she said simply.

“Can you carry Little Meow and Emma?”

“For a while, assuredly.”

“Then I have a plan.”

“What is it?” asked Imogen, moving up alongside me. 

“Can’t tell you. Folks could be listening, and we don’t have time to go into my reservoir.”

“It’d be best if we could -” began Imogen, but I raised a hand, cutting her off.

“I have a plan. It’s what we’re going to do. Either you trust me or you don’t.”

“I trust you,” she said without hesitation. “All right.” She took a deep breath, smoothing her robes down over her hidden uniform. “All right. Lead on.”

I scanned the others, waited for any complaints, then nodded, rising into the air. “Brielle? Imogen? With me.”

They approached and hesitated, then each took hold of one of my arms and rose to perch on one of my feet, their arms wrapping around my waist. Manipura girded my form; I wrapped an arm around both in turn, and, holding them close, lifted higher into the air.

Neveah, I saw, did the same; a moment later she also climbed into the air, moving with calm, deceptive speed to catch up with me.

In a matter of moments, we left Emelias’s manor and Isossa behind - my last glimpse of the woman was her running into the building, no doubt to portal ahead. 

Let her. She’d never guess what I was planning to do.

Leaning ever so slightly forward, I put on speed; soon the rough ground was speeding by below us, the slate rooftops of buildings and the narrow alleys, figures craning back their heads to point us out as we left behind the ridge and flew out over the roiling river of clouds.

The air changed then, growing colder; the wind was sharp, as if a constant current of air was funneling along the same trail as the cloud road. I ignored the chill, simply holding Imogen and Brielle closer and moving ever faster, flying higher, my gaze locked on the airship.

We passed over Ur-Gharab’s main walls, sped over the endless courtyards, the barbicans, the laboring slaves and their masters, the endless toil to supply the war in Bastion, and what few outposts of resistance yet remained in the universe. We flew over stubby towers, cruel battlements, through columns of dark, choking smoke, higher and higher.

My gaze never left the Druach airship.

That gorgeous vessel’s hull was shaped like a huge ivory blade, filigreed with silver embossing along its forward edge. It glimmered in the dawn light, breathtakingly beautiful while at once brutal in design and simplicity; a great flying falchion of a submarine.

“Incoming!” shouted Imogen, raising her arm to point out dark flecks that were rapidly closing in on us.

“Take care of them,” I said grimly, not deviating my path.

A dozen Morathi soldiers flew toward us, their cloaks streaming, forms encased in luminous wards. Each held a spear whose head blazed with black fire, and they flew in precise formation, a phalanx that would intersect our approach within minutes.

With a reflexive effort of will, my own ward manifested about us, gleaming cool platinum in the morning sunlight, covering both myself and my companions. 

And with each beat of my heart, I fed more power into its spherical perfection, allowing my anger, my hatred for everything I saw, to fuel and temper my efforts.

“Soon,” shouted Imogen over the rushing wind. “Ready, Brielle? Let them draw close enough -”

Neveah blew past us, flying straight up, easily doubling my speed, hair streaming behind her. For a second, I could only gape, then my shock multiplied when she released both Emma and Little Meow high above us.

Both women began to scream as they fell. 

Fire raced through my veins, and I pushed myself toward them, not knowing what I could do, how I could catch them.

Neveah didn’t hesitate. She slimmed her ward about her so it fit like a wetsuit, tapered about her frame with subtle perfection, and dove toward the rising phalanx.

“She’s taking them on by herself,” said Imogen, her wonder evident even above the roar of the wind.

Down Neveah flew, faster than a diving hawk. With a cry of command, the phalanx ceased its ascent, forming a line. At a second cry, a burst of black fire flew up to meet Neveah.

She darted aside, dodging the attacks as if they were of no account. Sweeping Morghothilim out of its scabbard, all six feet of the demon blade gleaming in the dawn light, she punched through the phalanx without slowing.

Two figures fell, wards shattering, unable to stop Morghothilim’s attack. The others turned around, panicked, their formation losing coherency, only to see Neveah raise her palm.

Pure glory poured forth from her hand, a stream of gold and ivory, a living gout of resplendent power that she raked across their wavering formation. Their wards were snuffed out in rapid succession, forms immolated by the attack, and as one they dropped, ten corpses falling from the air, spears loosed from their open hands, plummeting toward the city below.

“Holy shit,” I heard Brielle say, awed.

“Heavenfire,” said Imogen on my other side, equally awed. “She just…”

Emma and Little Meow’s screams dopplered past us as they fell ever faster, tumbling toward the city below.

I snapped out of my amazement and dove after them, only to see Neveah swoop in at the last moment and snag them from the sky, catching each with one arm and flying back up to meet us.

Her grin was wicked, her eyes gleaming with delight. As she drew close, both women clutching to her in barely constrained panic, she laughed. “It’s been too long since I felt myself!”

“Damn right!” I shouted back and resumed flying toward the tower.

The wind was too loud for me to converse easily with Imogen and Brielle, but I could feel them twisting about in my arms as they stared back at where Neveah flew.

No doubt they were feeling as stunned as I.

Had she just… and in time to catch…?

Insanity.

Suddenly, my grin nearly split my face from ear to ear, and I put on a burst of speed, moving directly toward the great archway. As I drew closer, I saw that it was recessed with a broad ledge before it, affording room for goods to be unloaded.

 A dozen men and women in imperial blue uniforms stood on guard, their clothing foreign, complete with black, knee-high boots, tight leather belts, and vaguely Napoleonic jackets. 

They looked sharp, all of them exhibiting the lazy lethality of a great cat at ease, watching us approach with lazy disdain. 

As I landed on the ledge, however, the airship massive just above and behind me, they pushed off walls, standing from where they crouched in the shadows, moving to form a bloc before the gateway.

I released Imogen and Brielle just as Neveah and the others touched down beside me. “Get ready,” I said and approached, the hint of a smirk on my lips. 

“We know who you are,” said their leader, a painfully handsome man with golden curls and the musculature of a gymnast. Perhaps just shy of his thirties, he’d have looked completely at home clad in gleaming full plate armor, bearing a shield emblazoned with a rose. A real paladin-type. “We ask you to stop, Savior, and approach no closer.”

“Or what?” I asked, not breaking my stride.

“Noah?” asked Emma, tone uncertain behind me.

The golden-haired man smiled. “Or we’ll be forced to stop you in the name of the Druach.”

“Bring it,” I said, and leaped up, exploding into flight. Manipura’s roar momentarily eclipsed everything as I called on its burning might, flooding my system with strength, impossible speed, and enduring resilience. 

The guards were elite in truth. They reacted smoothly, without alarm, moving to spread out, wards popping up, drawing weapons as they went. 

At that moment, I gave vent to my frustrations, the deep, pulsing anger that had been building within me ever since Shalarra had ordered me to pass through my five trials. The resentment I’d been cultivating at being manipulated, shepherded, told where to go and what to do. How I’d been manipulated at every turn, controlled, and abused. 

I saw Victor’s smirk. Enigma’s polished grin. Morgana’s seductive sneer. 

Every one of them led me by the nose, treating me like a child.

Well, I was a child no more.

With a cry, I unleashed that dark rage, the seething pain that had been building within me; it burst forth from my chest like a sun going nova. A dozen levenbolts ripped through the air, each thick as my wrist, slashing through the air to wrap around the guards.

No Vam or Priyam Mantra. No Prism techniques. 

Just the raw fury of the tenth Savior coming into his own at last.

My reservoir howled as a vortex of magic sank into Muladhara, which drank the torrent of power with endless thirst. It felt for a second as if I were touching once more that crystal network back in Ghogiel, mainlining the power of the Source itself. 

The entire ledge was thrown into stark blacks and whites as Neveah unleashed her own power, directing a torrent of heavenfire at the same guards, helping me overwhelm their wards.

The dozen guards screamed as they were lifted off their feet, wards collapsing, to be hurled by the force of our attacks against the tower’s facade.

The golden-haired man was the only one to resist the initial onslaught, but even he was driven back on his heels by the force of our attack. He fell into a crouch, his golden sphere warping, teeth gritted, eyes wide with sudden panic. 

He had but a second to look up for his panic to be replaced with fear, and I fell upon him like a vengeful angel.

Shard flashed down, a double-handed blow; I brought it crashing down upon his ward, which burst into a hundred flashes of light. 

The guard screamed, knocked back by the force of released power, and staggered away from me, arms windmilling. 

My feet touched the ground. I took a sliding step forward, then front-kicked him just like Sensei Rocco had taught me a lifetime ago back in the dojo in Ruddock. Forward thrust, knee up, all the power coming from the hips, my torso dipping back as I drove my heel straight into the man’s chest.

The power of Manipura flowed down my leg and exploded into the man, lifting him off his feet and sending him hurtling through the air. His body flew through the huge archway and into the atrium of the massive tower.

I didn’t break my stride. Walking forward, I climbed the steps to the entrance, not looking to the men and women who groaned about me, smoke rising off their charred armor and clothing. 

The airship was connected to the ledge by an umbilical tunnel made of hinged metal struts and wrapped in thick canvas.

“Noah,” said Brielle, voice tense. “What are you doing?”

“Haven’t you figured it out?” asked Little Meow. “We’re stealing the airship.”

“We’re what?”

But I didn’t have the patience to explain or wait. I strode onto the surprisingly sturdy umbilical passageway that connected the airship to the tower. Accordion framing girded the tunnel of canvas, but I floated forth, ward brushing the sides. 

The door into the airship was open; I sensed movement within. There was no time for questions, no time to consider practicalities. I needed to ride this wave of power, this burst of fell intention. I couldn’t allow momentum to slacken, for doubt to creep in.

I floated into what felt like a hangar. The scuffed metal flooring was covered by hexagonal rubber matting, with the enormous kind of shelving you’d see at a Costco, where palettes and crates of goods were stacked ten yards high. There were a dozen lockers against one wall, while a metal staircase led to a broad archway served by a suspended landing above the lockers. There were more doorways set at ground level.

The hangar was empty.

I floated to the archway halfway up the wall and passed through into what looked to be a control bridge. It was a large chamber, a captain’s chair set in the center before a hovering oval of softly swirling but featureless blue light affixed to the wall before it. 

Other seats were placed before consoles, while occult machinery ringed the room, looking like no technology I’d ever seen. At a glance, it appeared to be something the Aztecs might have cooked up in a fever dream - carved into black rock, lights pulsing through cracks, all of it fashioned and contoured with an alien aesthetic. 

The captain was a tall, somber-faced man in the same cerulean blue uniform as the guards; his, however, was marked by epaulets and a crimson sash across his chest. He was awaiting me, hand on the pommel of his blade, handsome face cast into an expression of disdain. 

“It does not take much to board a Druach ship,” he said, voice ringing with command. “But all who do pay the price in good time. Our empire can reach any corner of the universe. You shall be hounded all the remaining days of your life and given ample cause to curse the day you hatched this ludicrous plan.”

“Unlikely,” I said, surveying the consoles and officers gathered before them. The air hummed with the activity of the strange machinery. Everyone stared at me with a mixture of terror and hatred. “I am borrowing this ship but have no intention of keeping it. Do as I ask, and you’ll be set free shortly to do what you will. Oppose me, and I will kill you and replace you with someone more biddable.”

The captain sneered. “You could never dream to operate an airship without our assistance, and this you will never have. Your venture has failed before it even began -”

I loosed a tendril of lightning the width of my finger at the captain. It leaped at him, causing his muscles to seize up and his hair to spring straight; with a cry, he arched his back, then fell to the carpeted ground.

“He lives,” I said. “But if my patience is tried, I shall grow less lenient. Who here is the first mate?”

“I am,” said an ashen-faced woman, black hair shaved close to the scalp along the sides. Her uniform bore the same epaulets but without the sash.

“Congratulations. You’re the new captain. Will you do as I ask? I give you my word as the last Savior that I have no intention of harming you or any of the crew, nor keeping this airship once it has served its purpose.”

She licked her lower lip, calculating, then raised her chin. “And what is this purpose?”

“To sail through a portal and appear at the Fulcrum in Tantaghrast.”

My own companions had begun to filter into the control room by this point and were fanning out, weapons drawn. 

“Tantaghrast,” said the first mate. “I know it. Yes. That is possible. And you swear this on the Source?”

“I do,” I said.

She considered the fallen captain.

“Aisha!” a burly man hissed off to one side. “You cannot agree to this madness. When the captain awakes, he’ll have your hide, and the Consuls will see you thrown in prison -”

“Peace, Grefan.” I saw she’d reached a decision. “I agree. As long as we do as you bid, within the confines of your stipulated itinerary, you will not hurt any of my crew or the Contessa herself.”

“The Contessa?” I asked. “The name of the airship.”

A slow nod was all I received.

“Then we are agreed. Will you shake on it?”

She stepped toward me, gloved hand held out. Her grip was firm, her shake business-like.

“Very well. Sergeant Harul, please carry the captain off the Contessa.”

“This is mutiny,” said the sergeant, a square-shouldered woman with a mop of unruly blond hair. 

“Mutiny is an open rebellion against proper authorities. The captain has been stripped of his, and the ship captured by the enemy. This is therefore not mutiny, but a bid to preserve the Contessa and prevent her from coming to further harm. Now, sergeant, you have your orders.”

The blond moved forward uncertainly.

“Your first mate is astute,” said Brielle from where she stood in the archway. “We serve the Source, which makes us, in your eyes, predictably naive and good-natured. You are guaranteed to come out of this unharmed if you do as you’re told. But we’re in a rush. Dawdle, sergeant, and I’ll personally toss you outside along with your captain.”

The sergeant tensed, the shadow of a scowl crossing her handsome features. Then she nodded to a couple of men in uniform by the rear door; together, they carried the captain into the hangar beyond.

“How does the airship work?” I asked, stepping onto the deck and releasing my bond with Manipura. “How long will it take to teleport to the temple?”

“Half an hour,” said Aisha. “The aether engine must be primed, the Crookstone ignited, and the hull pressurized. We must then coordinate the transference and initiate the jump.”

“Sounds complicated,” I said. “Let’s move away from the Druach tower while you get that done.”

“Very well.” She sat gingerly upon the captain’s chair, then reached out to place her palm on the console before her. Her voice took on the ring of command. “Retract the umbilicus, cast off lines, and close the bay doors. Maneuvering, initiate Primus.”

“Aye, captain,” said an officer, rising from his seat to hurry past us into the hangar. 

“Initiating Primus,” said another, placing their palm on the rock console before them and whispering words of power. The lights in the console began to flicker rapidly. 

“Cut in the gyro-repeater,” continued Aisha, “and the bridge rudder-angle indicator.”

“Aye, captain,” said another officer.

I moved to one side, joining Brielle and the others, and watched as officers worked intently at their stations. I heard a loud clicking sound coming from the hangar, then the hollow boom of a large door being swung closed.

A moment later, the officer returned. “Bay doors closed, captain. The sergeant chose to remain in the tower with the - ah - captain.”

“Very well.” Aisha didn’t bat an eye. “All hands up anchor. Maneuvering, report state of Primus.”

“Gathering magical potential, captain. We’re currently at twenty-five percent. Clear for running.”

“Excellent. Ease away, quarter speed, up bubble three degrees, climb to an altitude of a hundred yards.”

“Affirmative, captain.” The Maneuver officer channeled a flow of limpid white light into his console; a rumbling thrum passed through the airship from the front, as if a massive engine had come to life.

The floor beneath us tilted a fraction, and with the lightest of jolts, we began to move.

I stared out the window. The tower slowly slid past, dropping away as it did so, and the airship rose smoothly into the sky. Only the continuous thrum gave away the fact that it was motoring at all.

“Altitude seventy-five yards, captain,” said Maneuvering. “Eighty. Eighty-five. Ninety. Ninety-five. One hundred.”

“Set bubble to neutral,” said Aisha, “and hold air.”

“Setting bubble to neutral, holding air,” confirmed Maneuvering. For a good minute, the officers worked at their consoles, pouring slender rivulets of magic into the consoles, causing different lights to flare and slink away across the carved stone blocks.

“Very well, Savior,” said Aisha, turning to me once she was satisfied. “We are now holding a hundred yards above Argossy, which puts us about forty yards above the apex of the tower.”

“Very well,” I said. “Continue preparing to jump over the temple. When will you be ready?”

“State of Primus?” asked Aisha.

“Still gathering potential, captain. Currently at thirty percent.”

“We’ll need another twenty, twenty-five minutes before we can transfer.”

“Very well,” I said, moving to the closest window to peer outside. The view was stunning, a complete panorama of half the city; the rugged coastline crawling back around and out sight, and a portion of the temple complex almost level with where we were at the city’s peak.

We’d done it. The airship was ours.

“Captain, are you needed by your crew for the next ten, fifteen minutes?”

Aisha frowned. “I could step away. The process of preparing to transfer would stall, however, once the Primus was fully charged.”

“Then if you have a meeting room in which we could gather, I would appreciate asking you some questions. If what’s to come is to go smoothly, I need to understand a little more about this airship and what it can do.”

Aisha rose to her feet, smoothed down her uniform, then gave a curt nod to the burly man who’d addressed her before. “Grefan, you are now the acting first mate. You have the bridge.”

The man rose to his feet, hesitant, then gave a sharp bow.

“This way, Savior,” said Aisha, leading our company to the back of the bridge and through a doorway into a narrow hall. The walls were paneled with gleaming black walnut wood, the carpet a worn crimson, and everything had the faded grandeur of a turn-of-the-century hotel. 

The Contessa continued to hum beneath my feet as I followed Aisha down the length of the hall, which ran to the very rear of the airship, then through a doorway into a small study. It was a simple affair, with a bookcase against the wall fronted by glass, behind which tomes were held in place by brackets, and a heavy desk with a swivel chair, both of them bolted in place. There was a brightly stitched carpet and numerous paintings on the wall depicting alien locales. A second door stood closed.

“If you wish privacy, this is your best bet,” said Aisha, moving to stand to one side, arms crossed over her chest. “We are warded against scrying here, and the larger spaces in the Contessa are too easily eavesdropped.”

“Thank you,” I said. The roaring within my core had abated, continuing to diminish with each passing moment; it felt like a sugar crash and was leaving me light-headed. I felt like I’d touched the third rail there for a moment, and everything seemed washed out and distant coming off that high. 

Brielle moved to take the swivel chair, while Emma hopped up to sit on the desk’s corner. Little Meow insinuated herself in one corner, while Imogen stepped over to where I stood, kneeling to place her hand on the carpeted floor. 

She focused, eyes closed, then hesitated. Pursing her lips in surprise, she rose to her feet. “Interesting.”

“Interesting, good?” asked Brielle. “Or interesting very, very bad?”

“Just… interesting. There’s magic at play. The whole ship radiates it like a bonfire. But there’s something subtle about this room. My geomancy was strongly affected. I couldn’t capture a good picture of the environment. It felt like trying to read a page held underwater.”

“You’ve done that?” asked Emma.

“Not willingly.”

“That would be the protective magic,” said Aisha. “As I said, we’re protected from scrying, and that will include other magics that surveil. It’s standard with key chambers on a Druach ship. You’re not the first to try and steal a vessel like this one, but we’ve done our best to make it so hard to do it’s not generally worth attempting.”

“Because your people will get vengeance for the theft,” I said.

“Exactly.” Aisha had a natural presence to her; if she was still intimidated by our company, she gave no sign. “In your case, we shan't bother. Lilith will no doubt take care of you in short order once you pass into Malkuth.”

Neveah, who had remained in the doorway, stared at her implacably. “You one of her faithful?”

Aisha gave a pained smile. “Hardly. But times being what they are, we Druach cannot dictate with whom we shall trade. When I say she’ll take care of you, I speak not with pleasure but realism.”

“How pragmatic of you,” said Brielle. “To align yourself so neatly with evil to enrich your coffers.”

Aisha stared stonily at Brielle but made no reply.

“I need you to answer a few questions,” I said. “Can you take us directly into Malkuth?”

“No,” said Aisha. “An airship cannot transfer into a major sphere.”

“You appeared here,” I said. “Gharab counts as one.”

“True. That is different. We are welcome here and have an open invitation to appear when ready to sell goods. Such is not the case with the other major spheres. We could petition Lilith via her Morathi, but somehow I doubt that would help you.”

“But you can open portals to any normal world,” I asked. “Anywhere else in the universe?”

“Yes,” said Aisha. “That is the source of our power and wealth. We can trade with any planet.”

“How do you do that?” asked Imogen, tone curious. “This Primus of which your officer spoke?”

“My apologies,” said Aisha with a hard smile. “You’re asking after national secrets. I and the rest of my crew would die before explaining how we can transfer.”

“Fine,” I said, brushing aside the matter with a wave of my hand. “Does it always take half an hour to make a jump?”

“No,” said Aisha. “It depends on the degree to which Primus is primed. Usually, we begin to recover magical potential upon arriving at our destination. We only power down as we did here when we believe we shall be at dock for some time.”

“Can you get us to the Fulcrum in one jump?”

“I don’t know where the Fulcrum is located.”

“Tantaghrast, as I said.”

“That doesn’t help. Do you know anything about this realm to which you are seeking to travel?”

“Just that we need to get there immediately,” I said. “What else need we know?”

“It is a subterranean realm. We can travel there, but few are the caverns that we can safely appear in. Further, the magical properties of that realm will make even such a jump a challenge, as our sensors will be scrambled. I won’t lie, it’s a perilous journey.”

“Then why were you so glibly willing to undertake it?” asked Imogen.

Aisha’s smile was cold. “Because I understand I have no choice in the matter.”

“True,” said Brielle, nodding with judicious approval. “And astute.”

“Fine. You get us into Tantaghrast, we’ll take it from there.” I wanted to pace but fought down the urge. 

“Problem,” said Neveah. “Why would Aisha here take us where we wished to go? What’s to stop her from transporting us to a place we could be all taken prisoner?”

Aisha raised an eyebrow when I turned inquisitively back to her. “That would mean the destruction, no doubt, of the Contessa.”

Neveah’s smile was hard. “I’m sure Lilith would be willing to cover your damages.”

“Imogen?” I asked. “Could you compel her to wait for us with Psyche-Imperium?”

“Assuredly. But I’d rather not.”

“Why not?” asked Neveah. “That way we’ll be sure of the truth.”

Imogen leaned forward. “We’re trying to establish trust here. Noah swore a sacred oath. This relationship only works if we continue to treat each other with respect.”

Neveah snorted, leaning back against the door.

“Captain?” I asked.

“So strange, for you to call me that,” said Aisha, her tone turning contemplative. “All my life I’ve coveted the title, and now here it is, and I want nothing to do with it.” She paused, studying me with a curious expression. “Are you really the tenth Savior?”

As an answer, I drew Shard and willed its length to incandesce. Golden light radiated across the study, causing the waxed furniture to gleam and Aisha’s eyes to widen.

“I am the tenth Savior,” I said. “I was chosen by the Source and passed the five trials in the heart of Bastion. Together with my companions we have traversed Ghogiel, passed through Tagimron, and fetched up in Gharab. All that remains for us to accomplish is to pass through the Fulcrum and into Malkuth, where I shall confront and defeat Lilith, setting the universe free of her tyranny.”

On instinct, I pulsed some magic into Svadhisthana, just a ghost of a tendril, causing the great sunflower petals to open within my core and its golden power to insinuate itself in my words. 

Aisha blinked, bit her lower lip, then gave a slow, contemplative nod. “To think I’d… it’s an honor, I suppose…”

“She supposes,” said Brielle, rolling her eyes.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, too,” I said, allowing a little more Svadhisthana into my words. “Can we work together on this, Aisha? Can I trust you to take us to Tantaghrast as promised?”

Aisha tongued the inside of her cheek, glanced at each of us, then nodded. “I understand. And… yes. You can trust me.” She exhaled as she said these last words. “I’m not sure why, it’s not in the best interests of the Druach, but… maybe… maybe this is a chance to do something for its own sake. To help the Source. I don’t know. I find myself perplexed and entertaining strange emotions, strange ideas. I’ll deliver you to Tantaghrast.”

“Thank you,” I said. Within my core Svadhisthana began to slow, to calm, and its great petals folded back over its face.

Imogen was watching me thoughtfully.

“Then that’s the plan,” I said. “We transfer into a large cavern, fly out, and discover where the Fulcrum and Valeria are before heading on to Malkuth.”

“And give Morgana the middle finger as we do so,” said Emma with a wicked grin.

Brielle’s smile was radiant. “I can’t believe we’re going to skip out on Carcosa, Byzul, all those realms.” She curled a lock of crimson hair behind her ear and grinned at me. “Absolutely brilliant.”

“Will that ruin anything, our skipping out on those realms?” asked Emma.

Everyone turned to Imogen, who shrugged. “I don’t believe so. The Fulcrum’s ability to transport us to Malkuth should not be dependent on our having journeyed along a certain path to reach it.”

“But it will ruin everything for Morgana,” said Brielle. “Oh, what I wouldn’t give to see her face when she learns of our trick.”

“I just ask because… I don’t know.” Emma bit her lower lip, brow creased in thought. It was a testament to how much the others had come to respect her that nobody rushed her, instead waiting patiently as she puzzled out her thoughts. “There’s been this symmetry to everything we’ve done. It makes me think of how the ancient Greeks used to respect different numbers, how they had this mystical significance, right? Maybe the number five is important to the Source. It wasn’t Lilith that mandated you have five companions. Maybe conquering these challenges is important in some way. To our path. To our powers.”

I moved to a porthole and stared through the thick glass at Ur-Gharab below, at the flowing rivers of cloud, the brutal architecture, the laboring masses in the forges and workshops. At the crenelated walls, the massive portcullises. I stared, feeling my resolve harden.

“No,” I said. “I hear you, Emma, and appreciate your thoughts. But no. I can’t believe the Source wants us to needlessly suffer through trials put before us by Lilith. It wants her defeat. Whatever we do to destroy her is valid, as long as it doesn’t come at the cost of our own goodness and integrity.”

I turned to face them all, the captain included. “I feel it in my bones that cutting right to the Fulcrum and Valeria is what needs to be done. There’s no value in destroying a thousand more of Lilith’s followers. Of killing her bosses across these many realms. There will always be more monsters eager to take their place. What we need to do is save Valeria as quickly as possible and get to Malkuth. Nothing else matters.”

“Agreed,” said Brielle, tone thoughtful. “And on some level, it feels like breaking free of Lilith’s games represents… I don’t know. A maturation on our part? Like we’re no longer children being led by a wicked adult but have grown and can now forge our own path.”

“I agree, for what it’s worth,” said Little Meow, reaching up to adjust her cat mask. “It symbolizes the move from passivity to dynamism. This feels right.”

“Then there you have it,” I said, my smile hard. “Let’s get to Tantaghrast and find Valeria. Aisha? Whenever you’re ready.”

The captain rose to her feet, her expression at once stern and conflicted. “Yes. I’ll check on the state of the Primus. With a little luck, we should be ready to gate out soon.”

“See to it.”

Aisha gave me a shallow bow and left the room. 

The door closed, and my companions shifted about, not quite relaxing now that she was gone but lowering their guard a fraction.

“Shouldn’t one of us watch them?” asked Imogen, rising to her feet. “Perhaps I’ll stay on the bridge with Aisha.”

“I’ll do it,” said Neveah, pushing off the wall and crossing the room with deadly grace. 

Such was the authority in Neveah’s voice that Imogen simply sat back down as the other slipped out after the captain.

When the door closed, Brielle crossed her arms, leveling a hard gaze at me. “All right, time to tell us what the hell happened while you two were gone.”

“She cut through those flying Morathi like they were children,” said Imogen. “That’s… I mean…”

“And the way she dropped Little Meow and me, she had to have known she’d kill them all in time to catch us again,” said Emma. “Right? She had to have known. That wasn’t a gamble. Was it?”

“I don’t think it was,” said Little Meow. “Though I’ll admit the experience was rather… unpleasant. While it lasted.”

“She’s integrated herself,” I said. “It’s hard to explain. But we stayed with her mother and grandmother.”

“Nice people?” asked Emma wryly.

“Lovely. Her mother ended up helping us. We went into Neveah’s sanctum, and she freed her imprisoned demon.”

Everyone leaned forward.

“And it was… yeah. I don’t know how to put it into words. But in the end, Neveah managed to find peace. Accepted her darkness, melded with the demon, and conquered it.”

“And now she can kill dozens of elite Morathi by herself?” asked Brielle.

“She always could,” I replied. “I don’t think any of us appreciate how powerful she’s always been. But now her powers are back. And yeah.” A nervous tremble of excitement rippled through me. “Lilith must be freaking out.”

“As long as she’s on our side,” said Brielle.

“Lilith?” asked Emma, confused.

Brielle scowled. “No, Neveah.”

“She is,” I said. “I think our challenge now is going to be keeping up with her, more than anything else.”

“I guess we can follow the trail of dead bodies,” said Imogen, “if we get left too far behind.”

“I won’t be left behind,” said Brielle, defiant. 

“You’re going to have to start working out, then,” said Imogen teasingly. “I think you’ve been coasting of late.”

Brielle stuck her tongue out.

A rumble passed through the airship. Looking back out the porthole, I saw the wisps of clouds around us shudder as if an invisible table they’d been resting on had suddenly been violently jarred. 

“What the fuck?” I moved to the far left to peer right, then the other side, peering back left. “The clouds are acting weird.”

They shuddered again, then began to stream together in a large circle, like water funneling down a drain. Spinning around our ship, faster and faster, a funnel formed below them that wove its way down, down to the base of the tower.

I looked as best I could, the others gathering around me.

“Primus, perhaps?” asked Imogen. “A side-effect of the engine gathering energy?”

“No,” I said as a figure rose into view, her black hair streaming out about her in an undulating wave, arms extended, eyes burning with black smoke. Her voluptuous frame was clad in little more than purple robes that fluttered about her, revealing bare hips, an expanse of thigh, and knee-high boots. 

“Fuck,” I said. “Get ready. Morgana’s coming out to play.”
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“I thought she’d gone to Tantaghrast with Valeria?” said Emma, tone slightly panicked.

“Nothing to say she couldn’t come back,” said Imogen. “Word must have been sent about our intentions.”

“Doesn’t matter if she stayed or left,” snapped Brielle. “What are we going to do about her?”

“Get Neveah,” I said, lowering my hand to Shard’s pommel.

“No need.” Neveah moved into the room. “I sensed her approach. This isn’t going to be easy.”

“She’s flying,” said Emma. “We’re nearly a mile above the ground. How are we supposed to fight her?”

“You’re not,” I said, stepping back, an extended arm herding the others away from the cabin wall. “We are.”

The world outside the porthole flared bright white, and the airship spasmed, shaking so violently that everyone but Neveah and I staggered. 

“She’s attacking the ship,” said Imogen. “Tearing it apart.”

“Then we’ll have to stop her,” I said. Looked to Neveah. “Ready?”

Neveah placed a hand on Morghothilim’s hilt where it extended above her shoulder, giving a curt nod.

I glanced at the others. Emma was pale and holding onto Little Meow. Brielle’s eyes were wide, locks of her crimson hair fallen over her face. Imogen, fierce and focused, had tiny sparks of electricity flickering up and down her arms. 

I gave them all a wink. “Be right back.” With that I drew Shard, unleashing a flash of golden light. It scythed through the air, cutting through the Contessa’s hull like a hot knife through a pad of butter. A second and third cut, then Neveah stepped forward to boot the triangular segment of wall clear into the void. Thrusting from the hips, the force of her blow sent cracks through the segment before it fell away, tumbling down to the world below.

Huge bars of lightning gripped the airship, shivering and writhing over the gap we’d created, constant and causing the whole vessel to groan and warp. 

I took a deep breath. Clenching Shard tight, I drank deep of Manipura, then flew straight out, spearing out between the bars, out into the shrieking sky.

Neveah was right beside me, expression solemn, eyes narrowed as she followed the cloud funnel to where Morgana yet rose.

And hot damn, if the Morathi regent didn’t look amazing. Like some kind of elemental goddess, the clouds spiraling down to dissipate about her, lightning pouring forth from her upturned palms, one full thigh raised, the other leg pointing straight, face upturned as she smiled mercilessly at us.

“Noah!” Her voice cut through the vibrating roar of the lightning, the howl of the storm winds. “You think to trick your way through the challenge? I think not!”

“We were growing bored!” I hovered a good thirty yards above her still, Shard a living sliver pulled from the heart of the sun. “Thought we’d change things up!”

Neveah changed the angle of her flight, beginning to slip out wide.

I kept my attention on Morgana. What could she do? What couldn’t she do? Engaging the Priyam Mantra, I siphoned just enough of my power into Manipura to keep me aloft; tapering off the rest just before Anahata, I was ready at a moment’s notice to summon up a ward. I’d already burned through a lot of my power getting onto the Contessa; though I’d never been more powerful, I was going to have to be cagey with my reserves.

“I applaud your ingenuity,” called out Morgana, rising still, black hair rippling behind her, eyes burning purple behind the cloud of black smoke that arose from them. “But there are to be no shortcuts, dear Savior. You must be put through your paces like all before you.”

I pretended to consider it. “Hmm. Tempting. How about we keep the airship, we skip right to Tantaghrast, and you can go fuck yourself?”

Her laugh boomed out, rich, sultry, and completely confident. “Child, it’s time you learned the error of your ways. But have no fear. I’ll leave you alive. Enough that when I throw you back into Aegeria, you’ll at least be able to raise your head before Khalistria ends you.”

I inhaled slowly. My hair was whipping about my head, my body buffeted by ever stronger winds – winds so powerful that the Contessa was beginning to list over to one side, straining against the bands of levenbolts that scorched her ivory hull and warped her frame. 

Fuck, I thought. She’s keeping up that much of an assault while still laughing?

“I’d say it’s been fun,” I called down, “but that’d be a fucking lie. Goodbye, Morgana.”

At that moment, I dumped a truckload of power into Anahata, summoning my platinum ward about me as I threw myself into a dive. I fell with ever more terrible speed down upon Morgana, Shard drawn back for my strike.

A feint. I just needed her to focus on me so that Neveah -

Morgana’s full lips twisted into a smile as she gazed up at me, then disappeared a split second before Neveah appeared behind her, Morghothilim passing through empty air.

“Shit -” I spun around, arresting my dive, searching the air for her. All around, up, down - there.

Morgana now floated some fifty yards above us. She pressed her hands together, then drew them apart, seeming to pull a sword of living shadow into existence. It was longer than Shard, and wickedly curved. It seemed a crack in creation, and black smoke wept from its steel. Morgana lifted the blade to her face; I saw her lick its edge.

“Astaroth,” said Neveah, flying up to join me, eyes narrowed. “She’s got the ability to teleport. Perhaps to modify her body as well.”

“And that blade?”

“Bad news. We must let her come to us. No sense in chasing her. Calm yourself. Let’s move back to back.”

I did as suggested, turning to press against her. My pulse was pounding; fear curled in my gut, like some sickening parasite making itself at home in my stomach. 

But I inhaled deeply and engaged the Vam Mantra. All creation in a drop of water. All creation before me.

My fear fell away. I’d defeated Salathis back in Ghogiel, and he’d been able to teleport in to attack us when he wanted. We could do this. Neveah was nearly a goddess. Morgana didn’t have a chance.

“It’s been too long since I got to play,” said Morgana, and I startled; her voice seemed to breathe right into the porch of my ear. “For that, I thank you, Noah. What was it you said? Oh, yes. Let us begin.”

A bolt of lightning as massive as the world crashed down upon us, splitting the sky, blinding me with its brilliance. I screamed, crossing my arms over my head, and slit my eyes, but the attack was unceasing. My ward held up for one - two - three seconds, then began to crack, unable to sustain itself in the face of such concentrated assault. 

I’d never been hit this hard, and it didn’t stop. I dug deep, thinking of Emma and Imogen, of Valeria and Brielle, and drove my love at Morgana, seeking to bolster my ward - but it wasn’t enough. The assault was like a waterfall of electricity, as wide as a river, and with a scream, I felt my ward collapse.

In its place Neveah’s ward flared into view, at first just wide enough to encompass us both, then expanding, a scintillating lavender, pushing the assault back, growing yard by yard till it was easily a dozen across. 

I gaped, resisting the urge to turn and stare at my companion. How the fuck -?

Then Morgana was there before Neveah, her shadow blade sweeping through her ward, wounding it so it didn’t close behind its passage, leaving a festering crack in the lavender.

Neveah brought Morghothilim to bare, parrying the blow. 

Black fire exploded when the blades touched. 

I spun, unleashing a flare of gold from Shard that forced Morgana to deflect it with a wave of her hand. She sent the attack flying down into her palace tower, where it sheared a balcony clear of the facade. 

All creation in a -

Morgana disappeared, clouds flooding in to swamp us, impossibly fast; within a second, we were drowning in cottony whiteness. 

“Move!” barked Neveah, and I sensed her bolting upwards. I flew after her, but the clouds followed. Shard glowed within their midst like an ember, but all else was hidden. 

A hand closed about my throat, tearing me around. Morgana was there, her burning gaze boring into my own. Her lips curved into a wicked smile, and I was bayonetted by lust. All higher thoughts fell away before the unequivocal desire to fuck her, to tear her apart, to pound her naked flesh till she screamed, till she begged for mercy, to fill her every orifice with my cock -

Morgana hurled me away with a laugh and turned to parry Morghothilim; I lost sight of her as the clouds swept through.

I fell, unable to bond with Manipura, wrestling with the lewd images in my mind. I heard myself bellowing like a bull, utterly lost to lust and frustrated beyond all measure to not be able to fuck Morgana. I fell, twisting and buffeted by the winds, hidden within the clouds that followed me, ever down, plummeting to Ur-Gharab below.

The Vam Mantra, I thought with desperation. All creation… all…

But my mind was swamped with images of Morgana’s lips locked around my shaft, the sight of her lustrous hair curled in my fist as I pulled her head back harshly, the imprint of my hand stark and red against the pale flesh of her ass -

Faster I fell, and I knew Neveah wouldn’t be able to save me. I could hear the cataclysmic intensity of their fight in the clouds above.

Words sounded in my mind, of their own accord: White is the color of death.

In my mind, I could hear Morgana sobbing with ecstasy, see her crimson lipstick smeared across her cheek from how hard I’d fucked her mouth -

White is the color of death, I heard again, and into it bleeds all feeling. All hope. All terror. 

I saw in my mind’s eye Morgana’s eyes rolling in their sockets as I throttled her against the wall, pounding into her again and again - 

Until all that remains is the self, quiescent, alone, and without wonder and pain.

The fever broke, and with a cry I seized hold of Manipura, halting my fall with savage brutality, my body jerking as if I’d hit an invisible floor. Reversing my trajectory, I started upward, hurling myself back into the fight. 

A bolt of lightning as thick as an oak tree tore past, sending me into a barrel roll as I avoided it. A flash, then it was gone, and I was lost in the clouds once more. But I didn’t hesitate. Flying ever higher, ever faster, I sensed my magic reserves running dry. 

I’d have one shot at this. 

Levenbolts speared outward from the fight above - not hurled at me, but rather missing Neveah. I swooped aside, guided by instinct more than vision, hair plastered back against my skull, tears streaming from my eyes as the wind tore at my face. I could sense Neveah above, fighting with impossible grace as she turned and turned to deflect attack after attack.

I angled my approach to fly past them, rising to a vantage point above. I couldn’t see Morgana, but I could sense where she fought Neveah. Pushing myself harder, I used up more and more of my dwindling reserves, until I was a good fifteen or twenty yards above them both. 

Turning, I hovered for but a second and stared down blindly into the mass of clouds.

How to attack? How to locate Morgana when she could teleport through this morass of white nothingness?

A deep breath. 

I pointed Shard toward the fight. There was no time for thought, to rationalize my way through this. I held that breath, closed my eyes, and descended into my reservoir. I ignored my sanskaras, roaring Manipura and smoking Anahata. Instead, I flew to the golden filament, and clasped it with both hands. 

I felt it light me up with power, felt a rush of impossible might. 

Opening my eyes, I channeled everything through Shard.

Its length went nova, and from its point flared a field of golden light. Not a spear, not even an arc, but a vast column of light, dozens of yards across. This column flashed down, boiling away the clouds, clearing the air, and washing down over Morgana and Neveah, both of whom paused their duel to gaze up at me. 

For a single, aching second, Morgana’s cloud obfuscation magic was broken, a shaft of clear air piercing it through where Shard’s golden light had poured. What I’d gained in width I’d lost in strength, however; Morgana’s ward had deflected the whole of my attack. 

I’d failed to even scratch her ward. 

But I’d gained a precious second of clarity. I could see her. At that moment, when she stared up at me in surprise - shocked, perhaps, that I’d broken free of her corruption - I dumped the very last of my power into Svadhisthana. 

The great sunflower screamed to life, golden petals flaring out wide, the whole of it rotating faster and faster. I directed its powers down at Morgana, beaming all of my sanskara’s sexual power and arousal at her. 

Her ward was helpless against my assault. I saw her features go slack for a moment, her eyes widening, lips parting in what might have been a silent moan. 

And Neveah passed Morghothilim through her neck, cutting through her mane of ebon hair as she did so.

Morgana’s ward winked out of existence. The bands of lightning that encased the Contessa disappeared; the clouds surrounding us, already pouring into the shaft that Shard had cleared, also fading away.

The Morathi regent’s body fell along with her head, spewing blood into the air as it flopped and turned and tumbled down to the city far below.

Neveah swiped her blade sharply to the side, sending blood droplets flying, then flew toward me. Her eyes were narrowed but a slight smile quirked the corner of her lips.

“Thank you for the help, but I had her.”

“Sure you did,” I said, feeling shaky. Seeing Morgana killed while connected to her through Svadhisthana had sent a terrible shockwave through my core; I felt at once numb and violated. But I forced that sensation down and grinned at Neveah. “You were just taking your sweet, sweet time.”

“She was slippery, I’ll give her that. But with Ajna, I could tell where her next attack would come, and with Sahaswara I was creating a trigram that would have allowed me to slay her.” Neveah studied me. “Were you hurt? You don’t look well.”

“I… I don’t know. I’m fine. Let’s get back in the ship.”

“Very well.”

Together we flew up to the same opening I’d cut in the Contessa’s hull, and there entered the conference room. My other companions gathered around us as our feet touched the floor.

“Are you hurt?” Emma’s concern was immediate. 

“You look like shit,” said Brielle.

“That was amazing,” said Little Meow, clasping her hands together.

“I’m feeling a little rough,” I said, allowing Imogen to guide me to a chair. “I, ah, might have used Svadhisthana to distract Morgana while Neveah cut her head off.”

“Is that bad?” asked Emma, crouching by my side and turning to Imogen. “That sounds bad. How bad is it?”

“Not good, that’s for sure,” said Imogen. “Though I don’t know the intricacies of Svadhisthana. In principle, it’s a sanskara based on creativity and sexual energy, whose use is precarious and dangerous if abused.”

“I think I abused it,” I said, leaning my head back against the wall. I was breaking out into a cold sweat. 

Little Meow placed a hand on my brow. “I know a little about that sanskara. It reflects the Source’s own love for creation and is meant to be a channel for bonding and celebration. When weaponized, it corrupts the user, or harms them.”

“Can you fix him?” asked Brielle.

“He’s not a machine,” said Little Meow. “And we have to first figure out what’s happened to him.”

“Using Svadhisthana is like affirming the Source,” said Imogen, voice sharp with concern. “You bless the union between yourself and another. It’s like giving an oath in the Source’s name. You are using the Source to elevate a bond, a moment, an emotion.”

“Great,” I said. “Hold up. Let me look at my reservoir.”

I closed my eyes to dive deep into my core. There was precious little magic left to me - mostly vapors - but what little remained was tainted a noxious, slimy yellow. I floated down to Anahata, which had been overcome by Morgana’s blast. It was closed, the petals charred. Frowning, I descended to Svadhisthana, expecting to see it equally fouled, but its petals had gone from pure, blazing yellow to an iridescent sheen, as if they’d been brushed with a slick of oil. 

Imogen’s aperture opened, allowing her to drift forth in her spirit form. She floated up to where I hung and considered Svadhisthana with me. 

Not good, she said.

Thanks. I hadn’t figured that out. I sensed hesitation from her. What?

Is this the first time you’ve used Svadhisthana like this? 

In combat? Yes.

No, I mean… in a less than pure form.

I went to immediately deny it, then stopped. Had I? I tapped Aisha with a little of it just earlier. To make her a little more compliant.

Imogen frowned. Don’t you recall my warning? To not use Svadhisthana like that?

But then what use is it to me? I fought down my frustration, my suddenly mounting anger. Muladhara allows me to throw lightning bolts, Anahata to protect myself, Manipura to fly and grow strong - what the fuck is Svadhisthana for?

Not every blessing of the Source needs to be a weapon, she said quietly. Don’t you recall how Svadhisthana helped Emma break through to her magic?

Well - yeah.

And how it’s helped you bond with all of us, drawing us closer, and in doing so, made us more powerful?

Yeah, fine. That’s true. I pinched the bridge of my nose. But against Morgana - I didn’t have anything else.

You had Neveah.

I didn’t want to let her fight alone.

Why not?

My frown deepened. Why not? What kind of question is that?

A simple one. Maybe you were primarily concerned for her safety. Maybe you wanted the glory of the kill. Maybe you didn’t want to feel helpless.

Again, I went to immediately protest, but again I held my tongue. What had I been feeling in those last moments? Determination, anger, a willingness to do whatever it took to win the fight. 

But had I really feared for Neveah’s life? 

I placed my hands on my hips and stared down to where Muladhara lay resplendent at the base of my reservoir.

No, perhaps not - not after learning how powerful she was. 

I still didn’t want to risk her being hurt, I said.

I know. But using Svadhisthana like a tool, to accomplish practical goals, to control people, to defeat them, is to pervert the sanskara’s very purpose. And it perverts your bond to the Source. It is the quickest path I can think of that leads you into Lilith’s service.

That stung. That stung like a bitch. You think I’d serve Lilith?

Of course not. Not as you are now. But if you keep using Svadhisthana? You’ll find ever more utility in it. All you need do is apply a touch of its power in every interaction and you’ll bend people to your will more subtly and powerfully than any command given by Psyche-Imperium. Which is, by the way, the sanskara meant for such things. You use the Source’s love to control and dominate, and you’ll find yourself growing ever more corrupted. And you know that the more corrupted you become, the harder it becomes to ward off corruption. It’s a slippery slope for a reason, Noah.

I - you’re right. I passed my hand over my face. You’re right. I’m not going to argue.

And?

And I’m not going to use Svadhisthana like this again.

Good. I think we can still cleanse all this. But it’ll take time. More dangerous, however, is curbing the instincts you’ve developed to use the sanskara when pressured. Because I can guarantee when your back is against the wall, you’ll think of using it again. And each time the damage will be greater.

I’ll do my best. Again, I felt a flicker of anger. Why was she badgering me like this? It’s not like I’d used the sanskara to get Morgana into bed. I’d used it to defeat the Regent of the Morathi before she destroyed the Contessa.

But I bit back my annoyance and spread my hands acquiescingly. I won’t use it again.

Very well. For now, you should spend time here cleansing through Muladhara. There’s a lot of corruption in your reservoir. We need as much of it gone as possible before we travel to Tantaghrast.

You’ll oversee Aisha and the jump?

I will. She moved in and placed her arms over my shoulders, linking her hands behind my head. And don’t get me wrong, Noah. I love you. Everything I say is for your good, all right?

I took a deep, reflexive breath, though I didn’t know if I really had to breathe down here. I know. Thank you, Imogen.

She leaned in and kissed me firmly, then floated back to her aperture. If you’re needed, I’ll let you know.

With that, she disappeared.

I turned to consider Svadhisthana; talk about a double-edged sword. No other sanskara offered the same powers and dangers as this one, but Imogen was right. How tempting it was going to be to brush enemies and recalcitrant allies with its power, to make them more pliable, more willing to help us. 

Never again. I stopped short of making an oath on the Source, for fear that if I broke it down the line my weakness would be doubly punished. But I resolved to never use it again unless everything was absolutely on the line.

With a sigh, I floated to Valeria’s aperture once more. I pressed my hand to its closed surface and closed my eyes, thinking of my companion. From her vivid green eyes to her tumbling head of burnished golden hair, from her lopsided smile to the geometric tattoos that wrapped around her thighs and back. I thought of her love, her pain, her strength, her rough humor, and willed the aperture to open.

I felt it shiver under my hand, then go still.

Floating back, I tried not to think the worst, of what could be happening on the other side. What Lilith could be doing to Valeria this very second. What torments, what lies, what horrors.

Wait for us, I urged. Wait for us, Valeria. We’re coming.

Then, with nothing left to do, I drifted down to Muladhara and adopted a floating cross-legged position. Gazing upon the great flower, I began the process of bonding with its ruby heart, so I could channel the tainted energy around me into its core, and thus begin the healing.

 

* * *

 

I was pulled from my meditation by a hand on my shoulder. Opening my eyes, I saw Imogen standing over me.

“It’s time.”

I rose smoothly to my feet, feeling primed, ready, potent, and completely in control. A simmering core of determination was burning within me, a fierce focus that was tempered by even-handed control. No need for mantras, no need for the prisms. This was my natural state now. 

I’d been holding Shard across my lap, and now slid the blade home in its scabbard. “Can you sense it?” 

Imogen cocked her head to one side. “Sense what?”

“We’re entering the end game. Tantaghrast. The Fulcrum. One way or the other, we’re going to be done with Gharab.”

“Yes.” Imogen frowned, considered my words, then gave a sharp nod. “You’re right. There’s a sense of finality in the air. Morgana’s dead. We’re cutting to the final trial. One way or the other, we’re moving on to the next phase.”

“And something else.” I brushed my hair back from my brow. “Something subtle feels different. We’ve crossed a threshold.”

“Neveah?”

“That’s part of it.” I frowned, trying to put my emotions into words. “For the first time, I don’t feel… scared.”

Imogen raised an eyebrow. “You’ve been pretty badass since Tagimron. You didn’t seem scared back then.”

“No, you don’t understand. Ever since that pod crashed in my world, ever since I picked up Shard, I’ve been afraid. Not of specific threats, but… of not being in control. Not having a say in our path. Our journey. That forces beyond my comprehension were orchestrating our destiny. That we were dancing to Lilith’s strings. But now?”

“Now we’ve taken control,” said Imogen. “Now we’re refusing to play according to her rules.”

“And I feel empowered.” Even as I said it a thrill passed through me, a rush of exhilaration. “I’m afraid for Valeria. I’m worried about the rest of you getting hurt as we fight our way through. But I’m no longer scared of Lilith. She’s not this… demigoddess that’s looming over us, pulling our strings. For the first time, I feel like we’re facing each other across a battlefield. As equals.”

Imogen narrowed her eyes. “You’re feeling equal to Lilith?”

I laughed. Half in mockery of my own words, half in disbelief as to my temerity. But I laughed nonetheless. “Yeah. Things are starting to fall in place. My understanding of this battle. What’s been at stake all along. Of course, she’s served by millions, has conquered almost all of the universe, has powers beyond anything I can control. But I’m starting to realize that’s not where the real fight is taking place. Things I’ve known before, even said before, are starting to finally feel real.”

“So where is this fight taking place?” 

I touched my chest. “Here. It’s a private duel between us and her. A battle for our integrity, our hearts, our faith. Her greatest weapons are doubt, fear, envy, lust. They’re intimate weapons, and we wield them ourselves. But having taken this airship? Having healed Neveah? Having come this far, suffered as we have, and survived to keep on fighting? I’m no longer that scared kid from Ohio. I’m the tenth Savior and last hope of the universe. And I finally believe it. In my heart. I believe that I have what it takes to see this through. All the way.”

Imogen’s eyes glimmered with emotion, and she stepped in, cupping my cheek with her palm. “I love you,” she whispered.

I placed my hand over her own. “And I love you more than I’ll ever be able to say or show. You’ll never know, even if we live to be a hundred years old together, how much your faith, your wisdom, your strength, has played a part in my evolution. I wouldn’t be here today if it weren’t for you. I wouldn’t be half the man I am today if it wasn’t for your love. Thank you, Imogen.”

The glimmering in her eyes became tears, but she smiled despite them, raising her face to my own. “You need never thank me, Noah. Ever. Everything I have given you has been freely given.”

“Get used to it,” I said, cracking a grin. “I appreciate you more every passing day, and I aim to make sure you never forget it.”

“I never will,” she said, and kissed me, turning her face slightly to one side to brush her lips against my own. I pulled her in close, holding her tightly. 

Time ceased to have meaning. There was only the immediacy of her body against mine, her soft lips, her taste. I held her as if she might be torn from me at any moment, and she clung back with equal fervor. 

Our eternity ended too soon. She pulled away, smiling sheepishly, adjusting her cracked glasses as she stepped back. “I - we’d best - I mean, if we keep kissing like that, I might forget the fact that everyone is waiting for us, and - ah -”

I chuckled, pulling her in for one last hard kiss, her arms trapped between us, then stepped back myself. “Fine. We’ll save that celebration for after we’ve conquered the Fulcrum.”

“Yes. Um.” Imogen was fucking adorable when flustered. “Then, ah, shall we…?”

“Let's.” I took her hand and together we left the ruined cabin, walking down the hall and back out onto the bridge. 

My other companions were gathered to one side, watching the crew attentively as they made final adjustments to their mystical navigation banks. Aisha stood at the center, hands linked behind her back, staring at the hovering oval that had been nondescript before, but which now displayed swirling currents of blue and purple shot through with twinkling stars of gold. 

The sight was mesmerizing; I could almost sense some logic to the patterns that rippled across the oval’s surface. I could see the stars that went nova, gleaming brightly for a moment before fading back into the tapestry of undulating lights. A star map? A way to navigate the universe?

“Savior,” said Aisha, tone curt. “We’re ready. Primus is at capacity, the Crookstone has reached its event horizon, and the hull has been patched up.”

“Sorry about that,” I said. “The hull, that is.”

“Better a small hole in the hull than the Contessa torn apart.” Her smile was clinical and didn’t touch her eyes. “You have our gratitude on that front.”

I saw several of the crew members glower down at their obsidian panels. No doubt the irony of me saving the ship from the regent after hijacking it wasn’t lost on them. 

“Then let’s do it,” I said. “Take us to Tantaghrast.”

“Very well. Navigator, lock coordinates on Gravehall, Tantaghrast.”

One of the men to the side spread his hands over his panel, manipulating the flickering lights with deft gestures. “Coordinates locked, captain.”

Lights swarmed out of his panel and along the Aztec-looking carvings on the wall. We all followed their passage as they traversed along deep channels, some pulses branching off to other panels, but most rushing to connect with the hovering oval, forming a net of glowing, pearlescent light that hung in the air.

Aisha raised her chin. “Aisha Volaire, acting captain of the Contessa, 87th transference, authorization confirmed, begin thirty-second countdown.”

“Target classification 4B, coordinate number 4321 by 12, position checked and confirmed, twenty-five seconds.”

“Transference file number 20, additions, none, continuations, none. Transition final check completed. Twenty seconds.”

“Primus energy unit reporting all is ready.”

“Crookstone unit reporting event horizon stable.”

“Amplifier unit reporting channels stable and wide.”

“Aethereal interference monitoring unit reporting, within acceptable range.”

Aisha gave a curt nod. “We've reached the point of no return. Fifteen seconds.”

The Primus operator drew down something across her obsidian plinth, causing a deep and powerful thrumming to course through the body of the airship. "Beginning transference, all units continue to monitor."

The oval’s surface was growing frenzied as the currents of blue and purple began to spiral, much as the clouds outside had done when Morgana began her ascent. The flickers of bright golden light raced past, originating as pinpricks near the center then flying out to the rims, disappearing as they enlarged.

“Malfunction with amplifier channels,” said one of the navigators, tone clinical. “Primus energy dissipating before reaching the Crookston.”

“Engage ancillary channels,” snapped Aisha.

“Hull no longer registering as hermetic,” said another. “I’m seeing degradation.”

I tasted something metallic across my tongue, and the air fairly sizzled with magical power. The lights on the bridge dimmed – or perhaps it was the oval that blazed out all the brighter. 

“We’re committed. Reverse Primus flow,” said Aisha. “Empty out the channels.”

“Reversing flow.” The vibrations shaking the ship eased off. “Crookstone now idle.”

“Emptying channels.”

“Seven seconds to transfer.”

“Flood channels,” commanded Aisha. “I want that blockage washed out.”

Emma’s hand slipped into mine. “What’s happening?”

“Channels flooding. Primus discharge exceeding optimum levels. Crookstone activating.”

Aisha’s expression was stern. “That’s the best we can do. Everyone, hold on. Three. Two. One. Here we go.”

I squeezed Emma’s hand hard, heart hammering as the oval’s surface warped. Brilliant crimson and yellow ribbons suddenly interwove with the blues and purples, the stars becoming streaks.

The Contessa’s vibrations grew in intensity, causing my whole body to shiver and shake as the sensation of passing through a portal washed over me - that sense of implosion, of falling into an endless internal void. 

For the briefest of seconds, the world washed away into a blank nullity, then came roaring back.

The chaos was immediate.

With a violent lurch, the Contessa heeled to the left, dropping her nose as she started falling into a roll. I felt my weight rise off her deck, then drop into a slide. Navigators cried out, clutched at their consoles. 

“…hull no longer hermetic, we’ve lost pressurization -”

“…channels are scrambled, Crookstone entering a loop -”

“…Primus is sparking, looks like we’re losing potential, down to forty percent, thirty-five -”

The lights flared brightly, died away. Aisha clutched at her podium, staring at the oval, whose swarming lights had been replaced with a camera’s view of some vast cavern outside.

I didn’t have time to study what it showed. Emma was sliding down the floor along with the others. I tapped Manipura, rose, and drew Emma into the air, holding her aloft as the others fought for purchase and sought to arrest their descent along the bridge’s ever-sloping floor.

Neveah scooped up Little Meow and Imogen, clutching them to her chest. Brielle had stabbed her burning blade into the ground, holding on as the Contessa dropped to a forty-five-degree angle. Navigators were shouting, grasping for holds, and within the ship a series of explosions and muffled crashes could be heard.

“Altitude dropping! Seven hundred yards, six hundred seventy-five -”

Aisha’s bark was savage. “I want that bubble on the level! Give me altitude, damn it!”

Lights were flaring, flashing. Catastrophic things were happening within the length of the Contessa, distant detonations. The lights that coursed through the carvings along the walls were chaotic, growing ever more random. 

Then the whole ship slammed to the side as if it had been T-boned by the world’s hugest Mack Truck. Neveah and I, being aloft, remained in place, but the bridge jerked violently beneath us. Screams of panic filled the air, and I swooped to keep from impacting the ceiling and far wall.

Aisha yet clutched her podium, hair fallen into her face. “Report! Report, damn it!”

“I - I don’t know - we’re not moving under our own power, something’s got us -”

“Got us?” Aisha turned to the oval, stretching out her hand, and the view skewed dizzyingly. The world without was illuminated by a soft blue luminescence, and I saw the interior of a vast cavern, the walls lined with huge ledges, plateaus, and yawning tunnels. But the oval’s point of view was whipping around, and suddenly a face filled its surface. 

The blank, slate-gray face of a statue, carved along classic lines with an aquiline nose, sensual mouth, and eyes blank, without iris or pupil. For a moment it didn’t compute; then I realized the scope of what I was seeing.

The scale.

An arm extended toward us, barely captured within the edge of the oval. 

“Lilith’s tits,” somebody croaked, and the Contessa shrieked as it was torn apart.

Sparks of light bled in a rainstorm as the hull screeched, ripped asunder. Wind screamed into the bridge, humid and mineral, and I saw a half-dozen navigators tumble out into the void, sucked out by the pressure, falling away and out of view.

The statue had us in its grasp. It had to be as large as the Statue of Liberty, a colossus of uniform grey stone; it clutched the forward third of the Contessa in its other hand, having torn it off as I might break a baguette.

Meaning it held the remaining body of the airship in its other hand.

There was no time for thought, no time for doubt. There was one way out, and it lay right before me. 

I took it.

“Neveah!” I screamed, and dove forward, Emma and Brielle streaming behind me, clutching desperately at each of my hands. Out I flew, which meant diving right down at the vast statue’s blank face. 

I felt its attention focus on me as if a magnifying glass had moved to just the right distance between myself and the sun. It released the forward third of the Contessa, which, mangled and crushed, began to slowly turn as it fell toward the distant cavern floor.

Which way? A quick glance showed me a cavern the size of Manhattan, epically huge, impossible. The walls? Down to the floor -?

Brielle’s scream snapped my attention back. “Noah!” 

The statue’s hand, as large as a school bus, was scything toward me, deceptively fast; it was all I could do to plunge down. I struggled to keep hold of Brielle and Emma, pulling them into a twisting dive.

Fingers closed above me, missing the three of us by a fraction; then we were diving down the length of its forearm, skimming a yard from its flawless gray skin, screaming toward its elbow. 

I could vaguely sense its head high above us like a moon, its attention still locked on our descent. 

Intuition, instinct, something bade me look to my right, and I saw its other hand coming down to crush us against the inside of its elbow. 

I spun, barrel rolling as I cried out, pain wrenching at my shoulders while I drank deep of Manipura, pulling up and around onto its bicep.

For a few delirious seconds, our feet found purchase on its arm, and we ran, the three of us, up the swelling curve of its stone muscle, which changed pitch as it moved. It grew steeper as its elbow dropped; in a matter of moments we were trying to sprint up an impossible mountain. 

“Incoming!” screamed Brielle, and I pushed off its bicep just before gravity plucked at me, pushing back like a swimmer propelling themselves off the far wall of the pool. I dove outwards and back as its gigantic hand swatted at us once more. 

Emma shrieked, and an emerald ward flickered into existence just as its forefinger would have slammed into me. The force of the impact tore Emma from my hand - the ward was centered on her - and sent her flying high, up toward the statue’s shoulder. 

“Emma!” I twisted, falling out of her ward; Brielle whipped around, clutching at my wrist with both hands. 

I saw Emma recede, her ward fractured, hand outstretched toward me, mouth a silent “O” of horror as she screamed.

Momentum was pulling me down, but with a grunt, I arrested my flight. I tapped the brakes just enough that Brielle flew up and would have passed right by me until I accelerated again, catching her arms and pulling her onto my back. 

“Hold on!” I screamed. 

The Contessa was falling. I saw magical fire raging from the front of its bridge. I thought with anguish of its crew, of Aisha - thought wildly how I could help them, save them, but I didn’t have a choice.

I had to get Emma.

Drawing Shard, I pressed my arms to my sides, and flew in a spiral up the giant’s forearm, whipping around as Brielle held on. 

Up toward the elbow I moved once more, my plan to swoop around its waist to its back and there search for Emma as she fell -

But its other hand was coming in again, massive like a seamed tennis court of slate, impossibly fast. Swatting at me like I’d swatted at countless mosquitoes back home. Coming in to crush me against its stone flesh.

Then Neveah was there, flying down like a bullet shot from a gun, hair streaming like the world’s most glorious war banner behind her. Her eyes were wide, expression utterly focused, coming in on a collision course.

Morghothilim flashed, and I’d never been so glad for its obscene length. All six feet of its black blade sheared through the giant’s fingers, cutting through stone without so much as a sound; then Neveah was gone, flashed past.

But she’d bought me just the time I needed to put on a burst of speed, spearing out toward the statue’s armored torso. Brielle was nearly choking me to death, a forearm across my throat, but I simply reinforced my neck with Manipura and fought what felt like a gravitational pull to skim around the statue’s chest. I was mere feet from the rippled stone, which turned with me, moving into my trajectory, forcing me to adjust, to strain, to fight to keep from crashing into its side.

Faster. I’d never flown so fast. Manipura’s black sun screamed within me, devouring everything I poured into its revolving heart. 

“There!” screamed Brielle into my ear and pointed with her burning blade to where Emma was falling, looking so small, so fragile. 

She was plummeting toward the distant floor.

I threw myself after, the wind tearing at me, pulling tears from my eyes. Faster. Emma faced me as she fell, one hand outflung as if to catch mine, blond hair streaming up and framing her face.

Her gaze locked on mine, and I saw her smile.

She knew I was coming for her, knew I was going to catch her.

My ankle imploded as something crushed the living shit out of my leg. My descent was slammed to a halt, and Brielle screamed as she flipped over my head, flung out into the void as I came to a complete stop.

Blood surged into my head, and for a second, I thought my leg was going to snap right off. 

The statue had caught hold of me, its fingers closing on my left leg with the delicacy of Mr. Miyagi catching a fly with his chopsticks. 

“No!” I poured magic into Shard, swept it through the two fingers, and cut through the stone.

Fingertips the size of garbage bins fell past me as I cut myself free, tumbling down. Catching myself with Manipura, I leveled out my fall. The statue was striding into me, the stone expanse of its body rushing forward to slam me. 

I oriented around, and when the cliff of its torso came in, I caught myself in a run down its length, knees flexing to take the impact, ankle causing me to scream in pain.

But fuck pain. 

I knew pain.

I forced myself to sprint, straight down the vertical; six, seven, eight massive strides, and I hurled myself back out into the air, pressing my arms to my side, seeking out Emma.

She was far below now. That single moment’s delay had cost us. We’d been some seven hundred yards up, but now she was more than halfway down to the cavern floor. 

Brielle? There! A burning brand in her grasp, falling as well, but higher than Emma.

I closed my eyes. 

Manipura’s normal speed wasn’t going to be enough. 

I blotted out the world, the panic creeping up my throat, the fear I’d not make it. I sank deep into my reservoir even as my body plunged ever faster toward the cavern floor. 

The sensation of the wind fell away, the sight of the statue, everything.

In silence, I hovered before Manipura. My magic was streaming into its black core, the bronze, wavy blades spinning. 

How to feed it more? 

How to overload the shit out of it?

I took a deep breath and extended my arm.

Pressing my fingers together to form a blade, and I thrust it into the heart of the black sun. 

A jolt of black fire raced into me; a conduit opened, and the magic which had been sluicing into the sanskara turned into a vortex, a funnel of power with me at its center.

The sheer volume of magic pouring through me was stunning. For a moment I ceased to think, to plan, to hope - I was a conduit, and little more.

Then I screamed and opened my eyes. 

I was flying down so quickly my ward was distending around me, trailing behind me like a teardrop, warped by the sheer speed I was building as I shot toward Emma.

It was so fast I had to narrow my eyes to slits. Down, ever faster, the world blurring, extending my arm as she reached for me, the ground rushing up, impossibly fast, ready to smash her apart, to destroy her utterly, tear her away from me for eternity.

No.

Flashes of black fire flew toward me. Most missed, hurling past, sizzling and searing the air. But a few slammed into the front of my ward, discoloring it, sending shockwaves of black rippling back along its streamlined form. 

I didn’t have time to dodge, to weave, to throw off the attacks. I could barely make out the horde that was clustering on the cavern floor. I had a dim awareness that huge portals were open along the cavern’s sides, open to vastly different worlds, and that armies were pouring into the cavern. 

Multitudes were staring up at me, and those closest, directly below Emma, were hurling enough magic my way to annihilate me.

I blocked that all out. No time. Each second more than precious. My reservoir was a conflagration of magic. Emma grew closer, ever closer, until she was there, right there before me, and my hand clasped her own.

Her fingers closed tight.

I banked, pulling up, fighting the momentum, feeling as if I were trying to do a push-up with the weight of a mountain on my back.

Emma’s heels came within yards of the hordes below us, and the sound of their screams, their bellows, was like a force wave. 

But that was nothing compared to the magic that was hurled at us. Emma’s emerald ward overlapped my own, but both were hit with a dozen blasts every second. Black fire, bolts of lighting, gouts of acid. 

I fought for altitude, climbing ever higher, but our wards were withering, torn apart by the barrage. 

We’d be destroyed before we cleared their range of fire.

My magic was almost gone. 

In my mind’s eye, I withdrew my arm from Manipura. The deluge of magic slackened to a regular river, the funnel collapsing.

Above me, Brielle was plummeting toward us. 

Emma’s ward flickered and went out.

I screamed, extended my hand, and unleashed a myriad of levenbolts, easily a dozen or so as thick as my wrist. But instead of finding individual targets, I swirled them below us, raking them across the ground in a whirling spiral that tore up rocks and sent bodies flying. 

The rate of attacks slackened, and Emma managed to summon her ward once more.

My attention turned to Brielle. I felt like I was inching along now, barely moving through the air; exhausted, a bone-deep depletion. Still, I pushed, giving myself no slack, angling my ascent to intersect her fall. 

I girded my frame with enough Manipura so when she hit me, I was able to catch her with one arm. Allowing myself to drop a dozen yards so she didn’t crush herself in an abrupt halt, I slowed her fall, then clasped her to me.

She clung to my chest, arms wrapped around my neck, panting in panic; her eyes were wide, hair a crimson, tousled mess, burning blade still clamped in her hand. 

Up we flew; higher, the attacks ever fewer, until at last we were a couple of hundred yards above the cavern floor.

My mind was spinning; I could barely collect my thoughts. I turned to see what had become of the colossal statue - the only threat to us up in these heights - and saw instead the Contessa impact against the cavern floor.

The shockwave that blew out from her crash site dropped thousands to their knees. It sent those closest flying, only to disappear in the billowing cloud of dust that roared out as the airship buckled, snapped, and shattered upon the ground. 

I stared, feeling nothing, numbed by the knowledge of how many had just died within the Druach vessel. A moment later, a purple fireball erupted from the rear of the wreckage, a mushroom cloud of magic potency that unfurled a hundred yards high.

The worst of it was, that fucking mushroom cloud was glorious. Beautiful beyond belief. Shaded and shot through with variegated hues, a neon dream of impossible glory. 

A blast of superheated air blew past us, sending me yards back. 

It was all I could do to simply hover in place, staring at the wreckage of the airship. But Brielle turned, twisting in my grasp and pointing off to the side. “Noah! There!”

I turned my head woodenly and saw Neveah. She was a dark fleck flying about the statue, and she was destroying it.

Its once-smooth frame was now crisscrossed and hatcheted with slender incisions, many of which seemed not to hamper it at all. But entire chunks had been carved out here and there, including a vast triangular wedge that had been hewn horizontally from its face, destroying its eyes.

The loss of its sight didn’t seem to faze the statue; it still swung its mutilated arms with terrible speed where Neveah flew, trying to swat her from the sky.

Little Meow clung to her back, while Imogen streamed below her, clutched in one hand. With the other, Neveah wielded Morghothilim, and occasionally unleashed a blast of black fire that pulverized the rock, boring vast, ragged tunnels into its petrified flesh, or gouging huge trenches across its frame. 

She was trying to demolish a mountain. It would take her hours to bring down such a vast mass of stone. 

“Neveah!” My voice was strangely hoarse. I flew toward her, feeling as if barrels of bricks were strapped to each leg, worn out, nearly spent. “Neveah! We have to go!”

Emma, showing surprising muscularity and athleticism, climbed up to wrap an arm around my shoulders, placing one foot atop my own for purchase. “Look down there,” she called, and even over the rushing winds, I could hear the wonder in her voice. “Holy shit, look.”

For the first time, I really took in what was happening across the cavern floor. Three huge portals, each the size of a building, had opened to distant worlds. From my vantage point, I could make out a little of what lay beyond them. One opened to a verdant jungle, a road of cobbled stone leading to the portal’s edge. The light that came through was diffused and tinted green. The other opened to a desert, a sandstone road as broad as a three-lane highway leading to the portal, with plumes of pink and rose dust blowing into the cavern from the winds beyond. The final opened to a ridge of snow, a road of ice leading into the cavern, blizzard-like gales blowing through.

Through each portal streamed an army. Ranks upon ranks of soldiers, the occasional floating palanquin bearing what looked like a mage, or robed figures in flight. Saurian behemoths were plodding through the green gate, reins leading from their various heads to riders atop platforms on their backs. Huge, white-furred, yeti-like creatures lurched in from the snowy realm, while abominations of bones and leathery skin came from the desert - undead ogres, or who knew what manner of monster.

They were joining a fourth army that had already assembled on the cavern floor, regiment upon regiment of black-armored people whose weapons glowed with a faint blue light. 

There were thousands below. Tens of thousands, and more were coming.

The floor fell out from under my stomach. Such multitudes, all of them staring up at me. Even at this distance, I could feel their hatred.

“Oh no,” said Brielle. “Here they come!”

From across those assembled armies rose flying warriors, as different as they were numerous. Some lifted into the sky astride dinosaur-like pterosaurs, long lances held at the ready. Others came atop giant black-furred bats, short bows in hand. But the majority were clearly practitioners of magic. Robed and mysterious, or nude and emblazoned with tattoos, riding clouds or standing astride great glowing runes, some simply flying up without any obvious assistance beyond their own power.

They arose like a great cloud, tens quickly becoming hundreds. 

I couldn’t think; I could only stare down at that vast throng, rising ever faster toward us. Some had eyes of glowing purple, others left trails of black flame in their weak; some were wreathed in lightning, others the center of their own private immolations.

All of them coming with grim determination right toward us.

 

Chapter 17

 

 

 

There was only one rational response to that rising tide of enemies: to flee higher into the cavern.

Straining, I flew toward Neveah, toward the colossus, and forced myself not to keep glancing downward at our doom. 

Too many thoughts were spinning through my mind, whipped into motion by panic and exhaustion and an overload of adrenaline. How had they known we were coming? Where had those armies come from? What the fuck were we supposed to do - ?

“Noah!” Neveah disengaged from the statue and flew toward me, looking fresh and ready for war. Unhurt, unwinded, she appeared as I’d felt five minutes ago before burning through my reserves.

The very sight of her gave me hope.

“We need to get out of here!” I yelled as I drew close. The nape of my neck was prickling, anticipating the first attacks that were surely about to slam into us from below.

Neveah studied the cavern floor and our rising opponents, eyes slit and expression grave. I searched her face for a flicker of doubt, of fear, seeing nothing but determination and steely calm. 

“Agreed. I’ll find us an escape while we fly together.”

Behind her, so large it was the background to my entire field of vision, the statue was taking one vast stride toward us, moving to attack. 

“Fly together!” shouted Imogen from where she hung desperately, Neveah’s hand locked around her wrist. “Overlap our wards!”

“This way.” Neveah turned, rising and swooping wide to avoid the statue’s incoming arm. I gritted my teeth and tried to keep up, digging deep to just match her pace, to fly in close.

Our wards went up. Six in all, with Neveah’s the largest, encasing Emma’s emerald sphere next, then the rest melding and fusing about us.

It was just in time. The quickest of our opponents had drawn close enough to attack; the first bolts of lightning crackled out to play over us, flashes of power that disappeared as quickly as they came. 

“There have to be tunnels leading out of this cave,” shouted Imogen. “If I could get down to the floor, I could find which one was best -”

“No need for that,” called out Neveah. “Ajna is mine once more. Combined with Sahaswara, I can sense our environment even as we fly.”

I’d never seen Imogen look so taken aback. “You can use geomancy in the air?”

“Yes. But first, we must get closer to the cavern side. Hurry!”

Putting on speed, she began to draw away from me. 

“Fuck,” I growled. I was near-empty. My ward flickered and disappeared as I cut off the trickle of magic I was pouring into Anahata, dedicating everything to Manipura once more. 

For the first time in what felt like forever, I engaged the Priyam Mantra. I used its tempering influence to ruthlessly control my expenditure of magic, extracting as much benefit from the tiny amount I had left:

Om nashta vahkaya prim; om nashta vahkaya priyam.

I brought the First Prism technique online as well, needing to intensify the power of my vanished reserves. In my mind’s eye, I saw the few remaining clouds of magic cycle down into Muladhara, refining it over and over again, purifying it once more, increasing its potency, and in so doing extending how long it would be available to me.

I’d grown so used of late to the vastly increased reserves that I’d grown careless in its expenditure. 

But it wasn’t enough to keep up with Neveah, who turned as the back of her ward pressed up against us. 

“Faster, Noah!”

“Can’t,” I growled. “All out of juice.”

Frustration flashed across Neveah’s features.

“I can help,” called out Imogen. “Harmiel will hide us.”

“Against some of them,” said Neveah, allowing me to catch up with her once more, our wards becoming concentric again. “Many Hexenmagi will see through it.”

“Do it!” I shouted, the rate of attacks that hitting us growing ever faster.

Imogen bit the finger of her glove and tore it off, holding aloft her tattoo-covered hand. The dolorous hues swirled across her skin. Imogen stared fixedly at her palm, then spat her glove into her free hand. 

“It is done,” she said. “We’re as hidden as I can make us.”

I risked a glance behind us. The cloud of foes had stretched out now, the fastest forming the tip of the spear, the bulk forming a swollen center, and the slowest trailing far behind. I saw those in the lead - riding clouds, knifing forward Superman-style under the power of Manipura - blink and stare around in confusion.

But not all. Shouts of warning went up from some of the leaders, to no avail; those who couldn’t see us no longer had a target.

“Let me help,” said Neveah, sliding an arm around my waist.

“What are you going to -” I began, then immediately found out as Neveah put on speed and pulled me along.

We surged forward, outpacing the statue’s last clumsy swipe at us, and sped toward the distant wall. Somehow, we kept accelerating; I couldn’t help but marvel. Neveah was carrying Imogen and Little Meow, and pulling along Brielle, Emma, and myself, while somehow still going faster, ever faster toward the cave wall.

I risked another glance behind us. Only a dozen enemies had managed to both pierce Harmiel’s veil and draw closer. They were a rogue’s gallery of individuals, none alike the other, only united in their clear desire to draw close enough for an attack.

Looking forward, I saw the wall of the cavern drawing ever closer. It was made of natural rock, mostly the color of lead. Flecks of crystal were embedded in its side like mica, glittering in the omnipresent blue light that filled the cavern. The rock was folded in great vertical drapes like the curves of a curtain, with some vast trenches completely hidden in shadow. I saw tunnel entrances far below us, leading out to the cavern floor; saw swooping balconies carved into the raw rock, connected by long flights of stone stairs. But all of these bristled with enemies. 

“Where to?” cried out Emma, flinching as black fire engulfed us then fell away. 

“Let’s find out,” said Neveah, and closed her eyes.

The air around us thrummed with her power; from within my reservoir, I heard the clear note of a tuning fork being struck, a sound that came from deeper within me than I’d ever heard. 

We were still a hundred yards from the cavern wall, but that distance wasn’t a problem for Neveah; she abruptly changed the course of flight, cutting down and to the left. 

“There,” she said. “A hidden entrance. Covered over by illusion! I sense beings beyond it, but they’re unlike those who pursue us. We can only hope!”

“Speaking of!” Brielle twisted about and aimed her blade behind us. I heard the dull roar of her fire attack; its heat washed over me, its brilliant illumination playing across the interior curve of our wards. 

“Good idea,” said Imogen, and unleashed a shattering levenbolt that rippled through the air, disappearing behind me. 

We were diving down toward an innocuous patch of cavern wall. I studied it, knowing Neveah had this figured out, but couldn’t completely deny the senses that told me we were hurtling toward a cliff face. 

More attacks rained down upon us, and some of these had a real kick to them. They started knocking out one, two, sometimes even three of our wards at a time, piercing Neveah’s, then whittling down those that remained. My companions ceased returning fire, instead focusing on keeping our defenses up, but whoever was behind us knew what they were doing.

“Watch out!” screamed Emma. “He’s on us!”

A wizened old man, head as bald as a peanut and crouched low on a small black cloud, whizzed past us, an impossibly long halberd extended sideways to cut through our wards. Its head was inscribed with glowing green runes; it shattered Neveah’s ward as it passed through, then cut through Emma’s and Brielle’s. 

At the same moment, black acid poured over the remaining wards, engulfing Imogen’s and Little Meow’s in moments - then they went down as well.

I cut my power to Manipura, diverting everything to Anahata just in time to raise my own ward - but it was too late.

Black acid gouted against my back, washed over Brielle’s side, and spattered onto Little Meow where she clung to Neveah.

It was like being dipped in boiling metal. My whole body spasmed as the pain coursed through me, and Brielle locked up, so hurt she couldn’t even scream. My ward faltered, having deflected some of the attack, then went down.

Immediately, cooling magic flowed into me; Emma ditched her own ward to press her hands against me, but our little group was unraveling, falling apart. 

The old man cut in front of us, halberd still extended, slashing Neveah’s ward apart as she tried to raise it once more. 

Then he was blasted off his cloud as Neveah hit him full-on with a flood of shadow, timing her strike exquisitely to catch him off balance. The old man let out a hoarse cry as he fell, but when his cloud zipped down after him, I knew he’d survive. 

There were only seconds left. The cliff face was total in every direction. Neveah wasn’t slowing. Glancing back, I saw the other pursuers halting and fanning out, no doubt planning to form a firing squad that would demolish us with flames, our backs against the wall.

We hit the cliff at full speed, flying through nothingness, an illusion of a rock face, and into a poorly lit cavern. Despite Neveah’s efforts, we came in too fast, at too steep an angle; though she pulled up, still we hit the ground hard.

I spilled out from her grasp, Brielle clinging tightly to me as we rolled together, over and over, while Emma was knocked free.

For a second, it was all I could do to lie there, the pain down my back terrible, exhausted beyond belief. I wanted nothing more than to close my eyes, to sink into oblivion; instead, I grimaced and forced myself to sit up, turning toward the cave entrance, expecting the others to follow us in.

That’s when I saw the other occupants of the cavern, those who had been here before us.

Corpses. Desiccated corpses swaddled in heavy brown and black robes, eyes milky white, lips pulled back from their elongated teeth. Their heads were near bald under the wisps of straw-like white hair that jutted down to their bony shoulders.

After everything that happened, I didn’t even bother to cry out in alarm. I began to reach for Muladhara, to unleash a levenbolt, pathetic as it may have been, only to pause, palm outstretched.

The score of cadaverous monks was rushing past us, toward the cavern entrance. There they raised their hands, chanting as they poured magic into the rippling wall of darkness that separated us from the greater cavern beyond.

“What the…?” asked Brielle, climbing to her feet.

“What have you done?” hissed one of the corpses, turning to us in obvious agitation. No - he wasn’t undead. I couldn’t see wounds, torn flesh, or protruding bones. He was simply a man who’d either grown so old as to appear mummified, or had been warped beyond recognition by some kind of Hexenmagic. His milky white eyes were narrowed as he glared at us, his long, spidery fingers flexing in agitation. “You have brought the whole world down upon us!”

“Who are you?” asked Imogen, adjusting her glasses. “Wait. The Servitors?”

“No time for such talk!” The ghastly man flicked a glance at the cavern entrance, at the wall of darkness. “We must collapse this entrance! They assault us from beyond!”

“By all means,” said Brielle, reaching down to help me stand. “Collapse away once we’re out of here.”

I rose, biting back a cry of pain as I put weight on my ankle. My leg immediately gave way under me, a lance of searing agony shooting up from the mangled joint. 

Brielle, graceful as a dancer, slipped down and under my arm, preventing me from falling. 

“We must run!” cried another of the Servitors. “Any moment now they will break through!”

“Run, then, run!” The man who’d addressed us - though so gruesome in appearance, I hesitated to call him such - darted toward the back of the cave, then turned. “All of you - run!”

We needed no further bidding. The Servitors lined up before the cavern entrance were pouring forth streams of glowing blue runes; these attached to the rear of the wall of darkness and there hung, glowing frantically. They skittered back at times, clearly longing to turn away altogether, but not daring to do so.

I tried for Manipura, to lift off the ground just enough to keep up with the others, but I was all tapped out, nothing left. So I simply ground my teeth and ran, limping as quickly as I could with Brielle’s help, and hurried after the Servitor into the rear of the cave. It revealed a winding tunnel of ribbed stone, narrow enough that Brielle and I could barely fit into it together. 

A thick sweat broke out across my brow, my heart pounding as if on the war path; the pain was a constant arc of lightning through the fabric of my being. My back was a mass of agony as well, the skin pulling in weird ways against the old scar tissue left by my whipping in the Manifold.

But I inhaled as deeply as I could and tried for the Vam. 

I walk… I walk in the fires… I… 

I couldn’t grasp the mantra. The pain was too intense. 

I bit my lower lip hard enough to draw blood and tried for the Carnivorous Winter instead.

White is the color of death.

Immediately a coolness washed over me. Or  - no. I felt the pain recede as if I were falling away from it - but not just the pain. My anger. My doubt, my fear. It was different than the Vam - a negation of self over the controlling of it.

I embraced that relief.

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.

Brielle was slouching more and more, and I realized that her injuries had to be draining her of strength. She’d been hit by that acid splash as well. I didn’t feel any remorse, but decided clinically not to lean on her any longer. 

“Emma,” I croaked.

She turned back to me, eyes wide in the soft blue radiance that permeated the tunnel like the huge cavern behind us. “Oh - right.”

She slipped in under my other arm, and Brielle released me, falling behind. Little Meow pressed herself against the tunnel wall, allowing Imogen to pass her by, then Neveah. She slipped past us both to help with Brielle, despite the raw, mangled wounds that covered her own back.

I looked for Valeria, instinctively wanting to see her, to draw strength from her calm, her resolve, her sheer vitality. 

But of course, she wasn’t there, and the loss hit me like a stone dropped into my gut. 

The Carnivorous Winter took that loss and numbed it immediately.

“Here,” said Emma, “let me see if I can help.”

More healing magic spread across my back, causing the skin to prickle and burn as I healed at a vastly accelerated rate. I didn’t even gasp, but simply hobbled on with grim determination, eyes boring into Neveah’s slender back, focused on movement, on keeping up.

The tunnel wound back and forth, up and down, as if bored by some erratic worm a yard in diameter. The impression was only reinforced by the weirdly ribbed surface of the curving walls; at once smooth along the raised ridges, but with a crushed, glittery appearance in the grooves. 

A detonation sounded behind us, and a cloud of dust blew up the tunnel, momentarily obscuring everything. It settled moments later, and I kept trudging, ignoring the shockwave, the dust, everything.

Every minute or so another explosion sounded, with more dust blasting past us. I didn’t need to ask to know what was going on - the Servitors were continuously collapsing the tunnel, bringing the mountain down between us and Lilith’s hordes. 

I’d have thanked them if I had the energy.

Finally, the tunnel opened up into a small cavern. It was low-ceilinged at first but opened up to reveal stalactites and stalagmites, connected to form attenuated pillars on the far end. The largest had been sawed away to create an altar or speaking platform. The gentle blue radiance did little to banish the shadows in the deeper corners, but as our party came to a stop, I was able to make out movement in the recesses. More ghastly Servitors emerged with skittish movements to peer at us with their blind eyes, many of them glowing eerily white under heavy hoods.

The Servitor that had been leading us moved to the fore, and there was joined by two others. I couldn’t tell them apart. Same dusty robes, same cadaverous features, skin nearly gray, teeth horrifically prominent beyond receded black gums. 

“What by the Chasmstone is happening out there?” demanded one of the new arrivals, voice shrill with anger or terror, or both.

“The plangentweb is vibrating at the highest octave I’ve yet seen!” exclaimed the second, washing his skeletal hands together over and over. “The resonance is driving me mad. What is happening, C’toh?”

C’toh brushed past them both angrily and strode over to the truncated stalagmite, which he stiffly ascended to turn and regard us all. The other Servitors - a crowd of perhaps two dozen - tried to eye him and us both, the result being nervous glances flicked back and forth as if they couldn’t tell from where the next attack was going to come.

C’toh pointed a gnarled digit at me. “Who are you? What is happening in Gravehall?”

“Gravehall?” I asked, forcing myself to hobble forward. “That huge fucking cavern?”

“Yes, yes, Gravehall. What by the Chasmstone and the twelve phallic-shaped stalactites of yore is going on? Hmm?”

“Well.” I took stock and fought not to sway. When was the last time I’d been this hurt, this depleted? Despite Emma’s healing, my ankle was still a snarled, tender mess. My back burned, and I felt a sucking exhaustion, like a constant blow to the solar plexus. “I guess Lilith’s throwing a party to welcome us to Tantaghrast.”

My levity didn’t go over as planned. The Servitors hissed, most of them scuttling back into the shadows as if Lilith’s name was a flashlight shone into a basement filled with roaches. C’toh hunched his shoulders and grimaced, revealing even more of his gruesome maw. 

“What Noah is trying to say,” said Imogen, stepping up beside me, “is that we are on a quest to reach the Fulcrum, which is located somewhere within this realm. We stole an airship from Ur-Gharab to skip the realms Lilith wished us to traverse, and that seems to have enraged her. The portals opened within Gravehall lead, I believe, to the realms we bypassed, namely Byzul, Matterlar, and Carcosa.”

C’toh froze. He went statue-still, pale eyes glittering as he considered us. For a moment I suspected magic, perhaps a paralyzing attack; then he spoke, voice thick with skepticism that couldn’t quite hide a sense of hope. “One of you is the Savior?”

“That’d be me,” I said, casting around for a chair. “Tenth Savior, last in line, and so on.” There was nowhere to sit, so I resigned to just standing there, hunched over and in pain. “We need to get to the Fulcrum to reach Malkuth, and there have our final showdown with Lilith.”

“The Savior,” breathed C’toh. “The tenth? The universe’s last hope?” For a moment I thought he was awed, then his brow beetled over as his desiccated features curdled. “You? You’re it?”

“I’ll be giving autographs later,” I said. “And I’ll even pose for selfies if someone gets me a chair.”

“There is great power within this group,” said another Servitor from the platform’s base. Was he one of the two that had accosted C’toh? I couldn’t tell. “Great power.”

“Yes, yes, very impressive, but they’re a cave louse’s shit compared to the fecal ocean that’s occupying Gravehall,” snapped C’toh. 

“But wait,” said Emma. “We killed Morgana. Who’s opening those portals to the other realms? Shouldn’t they have closed when she died?”

“The dread Regent is dead?” demanded another Servitor. I gave up trying to figure out which was which. “You speak in truth?”

“Yes,” said Brielle, her tone assured, manner poised despite her wounds. “We slew her before quitting Ur-Gharab.”

The Servitors fell into whispering to each other. C’toh rubbed at his bare chin so hard I thought he might pull it off. 

“I wasn’t joking about that chair,” I said.

“You are the Servitors, are you not?” Imogen’s tone was polite, almost deferential. “The original inhabitants of Tantaghrast?”

“Once we were called such,” said C’toh querulously. “But we are so greatly diminished that we now call ourselves the Wights of Tantaghrast.” His smile was withering. “Forgive our pathos and self-pity. We are nothing if bonfires of bitterness and regret.”

“Forgiven,” I said, hopping a couple of times to relieve my ankle. “Chair? I’d settle for a stool.”

“You were once a grand order, were you not?” Imogen had at some point pulled her glove back on, and now clasped both hands together. “Your wisdom and power were legendary.”

C’toh did his best not to preen. “Once, perhaps,” he said, tone artificially dismissive. “But that was before Tantaghrast fell under the sway of Gharab. Before the Nithing-Lord stepped foot in our caverns, claiming the Chasmstone.”

“The Nithing-Lord,” said Emma softly. “He’s Lilith’s ruler here?”

“Assuredly.” C’toh glanced around as if expecting this fearsome specter to materialize at any moment. “Understand this, younglings. Once we were famed throughout the universe for our wisdom and magical might. We tended the Chasmstone with pride and numbered in the thousands. Each of us a master of the arcane arts. But we could not stand against the Nithing-Lord. Though he came with endless legions at his command, he did not need them. He could have taken Tantaghrast by himself.

“We fought him as best we could, but it was not enough. The battle took us from thousands to a scant hundred, and we remaining few survived by fleeing into the depths like vermin, hiding in the dark, weaving curtains of illusion to keep us safe from the constant patrols.”

“But what happened to you?” asked Imogen. “Your appearance…”

C’toh scowled. “Our last act of defiance. Before fleeing the Chasm itself, we sacrificed our essences to veil the Chasmstone and obscure its powers from the Nithing-Lord. It cost us…dearly. We are but shadows of the magi we once were, little better than novitiates compared to our former glory.”

“But our sacrifice was not in vain!” said another Wight, raising a bony finger in glee. “The Chasmstone defies the Nithing-Lord. Refuses to succumb to his commands. He studies it, but he has yet to unweave our obfuscations.”

Another shuffled forward a step. “When he does, however. Oh, how the universe shall tremble.”

“And, ah, what does this Chasmstone do?” I asked.

The Wights exchanged glances in apparent disbelief, and C’toh raised his arms dramatically, intoning, “The Chasmstone!”

“Yeah,” I said, shifting my weight so I didn’t rest on my ruined ankle. “Exactly. What’s it do?”

C’toh lowered his arms. “What is the universe come to if… never mind.”

“The Chasmstone is one of the Source’s greatest artifacts,” said Imogen reverently. 

“Indeed, it has powers over life and death,” said another Wight. “Through it, one can direct the very energies of the Source, and bring back those who have departed, if they wish to return.”

“Yes, yes,” said a third, washing his hands together over and over as his bony head bobbed. “Resurrection is contingent on the desire to be revived, which, given the appeal of sublimating one’s essence with the Source, is quite rare!”

“But those with unfinished business, those who are yet attached to tasks unfulfilled, they are prone to returning,” said C’toh. “But nobody has used the Stone since we shrouded its powers. And the power needed for its usage is tremendous… it would take almost all of us to resurrect a departed soul, and that only if a sound case could be made for the attempt, a process that could in and of itself take years.”

“Ah, those were the days,” said a Wight dreamily. “The deliberations, the speeches, the endless ruminations on the worthiness of the endeavor.”

“And the Nithing-Lord wants to bring someone back?” asked Brielle skeptically.

“One can only assume,” said C’toh, “though over the decades I’ve wondered if he doesn’t seek to deconstruct the Chasmstone and wrest its power free of its mineral cradle. Perhaps in doing so he would deliver a greater weapon to Lilith, or multiply its powers across her armies… who knows?”

For a moment, the small cavern was silent, the Wights pondering this inevitability. Then Neveah spoke, and her voice was calm, collected. “Where is the Fulcrum?”

“In the center of Tantaghrast,” said C’toh. “Or so we sense via the plangentweb. It lies within the Chasm.”

“Great,” I said. “That’s where the Chasmstone is, right? Which means where the Nithing-Lord resides.”

“Yes,” said C’toh. “Precisely.”

“Which,” said another Wight, “means you are verily and thoroughly fucked.”

I raised an eyebrow. “Yeah? Good to know. Since we’ve felt that way ever since leaving Bastion.”

“Can you get us there?” asked Imogen. “Escort us to the Chasm, or get us close?”

More worried whispers sounded as the Wights exchanged glances. 

“You must understand,” said C’toh, somehow managing to hunch over more, bony shoulders rising to the stubs that were his ears. “We have survived by tunneling away from the Chasm. There is no direct and secret path to it. We could get you perhaps half of the way there safely, and then…”

“That would be as far as we would go,” snapped a second. “To venture beyond the Flowstone Steps would be madness.”

“So far?” asked another, tone rich with incredulity. “You surprise me, T’keh! I would not pass the Geode Falls even for the return of my youth!”

“Geode Falls would be safe enough,” muttered another. “If we were very careful about it.”

“What lies beyond the Flowstone Stairs?” I asked, cutting into the hubbub. “How much farther is the Chasm?”

“The Stairs lie halfway between where we are now and the Chasm itself,” said C’toh, pitching his voice over the other responses. “You would face a winding path at least a mile long to reach the Chasm. However, it is not a direct path; you would have to descend the Stairs to the Starmilk River, and follow that till you reached the Black Obelisk. There you would cross into the Fungal Cathedral, and traverse its length to reach the Wending Labyrinth. The Labyrinth is bifurcated by the Chasm, which you can follow to reach the Chasmstone and Fulcrum.”

“Oh, that sounds fine,” I said. “Just follow the Stairmilk Cathedral to the Flowing Obelisk of Mushrooms, or whatever. Got it.”

“Could you provide us with a map?” asked Imogen.

“We can provide you with a map,” said C’toh.

“But this is all buffoonery,” snapped another Wight. “You speak of these places as if they’d be empty of Lilith’s servants. Never mind that the Luminous Legion patrols them, but now forces from other worlds will spread through Tantaghrast, making it impossible to traverse.”

“Not to mention the Nithing-Lord himself!” said another, raising a bony finger once more like an exultant professor. “The Nithing-Lord will await you at the Fulcrum, and there you shall surely perish, oh yes!”

“Oh yes,” said another.

“Dead for sure,” said a third.

“Might as well cut your throats now and save everyone the bother,” said a fourth.

“You guys are great.” I beamed at them. “I wish we could all get drunk together.”

“We have some brews distilled from peat-rock,” said one of the Wights dubiously.

Brielle’s tone was firm. “He was joking. We need to rest, we need a copy of this map, and then we would appreciate you guiding us to the Stairflow Cavern.”

“Flowstone Steps,” said C’toh in annoyance.

“I thought we agreed on the Geode Falls?” asked another.

Brielle brushed her crimson locks back over one shoulder; I almost winced in sympathy for the Wights. 

“You were once Servitors, were you not?” Brielle’s tone was bright, challenging. “The proudest magi in the universe? A collective envied across all the civilized worlds?”

“Yes, but -” began C’toh.

“And you fought against impossible odds, made the greatest sacrifices, and through your bravery denied this Nithing-Lord the Chasmstone, did you not? Those were the deeds of heroes, but where are those heroes gone?”

“We are no longer -”

“Because now, I don’t see Wights before me. I see men so broken that they would rather exist in shadows for the rest of eternity than attempt something even a little bit dangerous. But what use this existence? Hmm?” Brielle raised an eyebrow as she scoured the Wights for an answer. Of course, she didn’t give them time to respond. “What, I ask you, is the point of skulking in the shadows if you don’t plan to ever attempt another act of defiance? You advised us to slit our throats, but at least we’re willing to try, to defy the odds for the Source. You? You’re content to just exist, like lice, happy in your obscurity. Have the Servitors really come to this? When offered a chance to serve the Source once more, to help the last Savior save the universe, you would refuse?”

“You do not understand -” tried C’toh again, then fell back as Brielle rounded on him.

“No, it is you who do not understand. Your service is not over! You don’t get to fight one battle and think your part is finished. The Source calls upon you to fight, and you shall fight on! Now enough with these excuses and pathetic deflections. You will take us to the Stairflow Cavern -”

“Flowstone Steps,” muttered C’toh.

“- and you will be grateful for the opportunity to serve the Source. Am I clear?”

More muttering sounded. The Wights refused to meet Brielle’s glare, staring sheepishly at the ground and each other, until finally C’toh sighed, nodding.

“Very well, very well, we will take you as far as the Steps. But no further!”

Brielle sniffed. “We’ll see.” 

“Have I ever told you how much I love your emotional rampages?” I asked Brielle, slinging an arm around her shoulder. “But one thing. I don’t think we have time to rest. At least, not for long. Emma, if you can fix my ankle, we’ll press on. I don’t want Valeria in captivity for a second longer than necessary.”

“You’re about to fall on your face,” said Emma.

“And we’re all depleted,” said Imogen. “We’re in no condition to begin an extended assault on the Fulcrum.”

“Neveah?” I turned to the silent warrior. “You ready to rock and roll?”

“Of course,” she said quietly. “But there is wisdom in what the others say. You’re in no condition to fight, Noah.”

“Bah.” I released Brielle and hobbled about, looking for a chair, frustration and fear for Valeria rising within me. “Bah, you hear me? Fine. Twenty minutes.”

“Noah,” began Emma.

“Fine! Fine. However long we need. An hour, maybe two.”

“Six hours,” said Little Meow firmly. “I say this from experience. Enough time to get sleep and restore our reserves. Enough time for me to heal your various injuries.”

“And you’ve scraped yourself dry,” said Imogen, studying me with a sober stare. “You only get this loopy when you’re ready to drop. You won’t refill your reservoir until you truly rest.”

“If Valeria were here, we could just power-hug our reserves back up to full,” I muttered. “But then again, if she were… fine. C’toh. You got a safe place we could rest?”

“Of course,” said the Wight, linking his hands behind his back. “But it is not luxurious. You have been warned.”

“Fine, fine,” I said. “I’m done with pool rooms and the like. Just a place to lie down would be great.”

“Then follow me,” said C’toh. “The rest of you, my withered brethren, ward our holes and burrows. The enemy will press our defenses. Let us ensure the Savior has at least a half-dozen hours before they come pouring into our old warrens to slaughter us all.”

Mutters and grumbles ensued, and the Wights shuffled out of the room with surprising speed; in moments we were left standing alone in the hall.

“This way,” said C’toh, heading toward a tunnel entrance. “Of course, we are limited by distance, for the more commodious locations are too far to be reached in a practical span of time. But Weevil Hall is close by; it shall suffice.”

“Weevil Hall,” said Brielle with a shudder. “Where’s Valeria when you need her? I can practically hear her gloating over my discomfort.”

A pang of loss and fear shuddered through my chest; my mind shied away from trying to envision Valeria, what the enemy might be doing to her. 

Hang on, I thought, desperately hoping she might somehow hear me. We’re coming for you.

 

* * *

 

Weevil Hall wasn’t half-bad, for a grotto that stank of moldy straw and damp stone. The ceiling was just beyond my reach, and a dozen smaller burrows were groined out of the wall, each looking like a rat’s nest - and in which we were supposed to sleep. 

C’toh touched his pearlescent nails to a stump of wood, causing it to light with magical fire that didn’t seem to consume the source. The lavender hues rippled across the rough stone, his pale, milky eyes gleaming disturbingly in the light.

“Here you may rest,” he said, spreading his arms as if presenting us with a feast. “Here you may know a moment’s surcease from toil and fear. My brothers shall shortly bring food, though again, I warn you most severely, it will most likely not be pleasing to your refined palettes. But no matter. What you need is strength, not culinary delights, and our food shall give you plenty of that.”

“Thank you,” said Imogen, bowing at the waist. “We are in your debt, C’toh.”

“Yes, you are,” said the Wight, then waved the thought away. “But why speak of debts when we shall all soon be dead? Best to revel in the moment and enjoy this fleeting act we all insist on calling ‘living.’”

“Joy,” said Brielle, moving to a burrow entrance and pulling out a hank of rotting straw. “Double joy.”

“I shall return anon with a map. Until then.” C’toh sketched a low bow and retreated from the Hall.

“Fuck,” I said, casting around. “No chairs? Are they doing this deliberately?”

“Just sit against the wall,” said Emma, tone betraying impatience. “Let’s look at that ankle.”

Neveah flew up to a higher burrow and revolved, lowering herself to sit in its entrance; her legs dangled, Morghothilim resting across her knees. Brielle gave up trying to identify the contents of her own sleeping space and instead tossed her cloak over the lumpy mass to climb in - then immediately climb out. 

“Nope,” she said, “not going to sleep head-in. Oh no.” She saw a ridge of stone above the entrance; with clean athleticism, she grasped it, hoisted her knees up, and speared her legs into the burrow. She then wiggled in until only the top of her head was visible.

“This is atrocious,” she said.

Little Meow and Emma crouched before me as I lowered myself awkwardly to the floor, and together they eased my boot off. 

I grimaced against the pain but made no sound.

“Noah.” Emma’s voice was emotionless. “You’ve been standing on… this all this time?”

I stared at my ankle. The joint had been… smooshed, I guess; the bones were pinched and crushed, swollen up like an angry red balloon, and the sharp ridges were all smoothed away. The skin was horribly discolored, my toenails already darkening. 

Little Meow hesitated, then touched my skin with her fingertips, each of which felt like a chip of ice. “How are you… this should be utter agony…?”

“It doesn’t feel great, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Recall my warning?” Little Meow sat back on her heels. “About losing your connection to your body? This level of pain tolerance isn’t good, Noah.”

“Well, I don’t mind it too much right now,” I said, leaning my head back and closing my eyes. “Better to keep going than to fall over crying for my mother. Right?”

Silence.

I opened my eyes. “Right?”

“I suppose,” said Emma. “I’m sorry, Noah. I’m just… this is really freaky.”

“Perhaps you had best discuss it after healing him,” said Imogen, who was leaning against the wall close by.

“Yes,” said Emma, and Little Meow nodded before both placed hands on my foot.

Together they made short work of the wound. My ankle flared into real pain as if a dagger had been stabbed into the joint then worked back and forth to pry it apart; my nails turned black, fell out, and regrew. 

Within moments the swelling decreased, the angry colors washed away, and the pain subsided. 

I relaxed, realizing I’d been clenching my jaw so tightly against a scream that I’d nearly cracked a tooth.

“There,” said Little Meow, tossing her hair back over her shoulder. “What else have you got?”

“Acid burns,” I said. “Though Emma helped me with that.”

“Shirt,” said Emma. “Off.”

“Now,” said Little Meow.

“ER threesomes,” I said, then frowned. “Kinky nurses? Sorry. The joke’s just not coming out right.”

“Enough babbling, more undressing,” said Little Meow. 

I struggled out of my tunic, which was mostly just rags at that point, and turned around so they could work on the burns. My skin boiled as if scalding water had been poured on it anew, but was followed by a cooling sense of relief that left me incredibly drowsy. 

“There.” Little Meow sounded at once pleased and dissatisfied. “Now you need to sleep.”

“Mmm, sleep,” I said, climbing to my feet. Imogen stepped in to give me a hand, leading me to the closest burrow. Unlike Brielle, I didn’t give a rat’s ass for what shape the straw was in and climbed in leadenly. The hole was coffin-shaped; normally that might have given me the heebie-jeebies, but right now I couldn’t care less. 

My mind was shutting down. I fell face-first into the straw and passed out.

 

* * *

 

I awoke. My body was itching fiercely, which more than anything caused me to wriggle and squirm my way out of the burrow, spilling rotting straw and no doubt countless insects out onto the floor. 

“Gah,” I muttered to myself, crooking my fingers into claws as I resisted the urge to scratch at the countless burning nodes scattered across my body. 

Instead, I inhaled deeply, embraced the Vam, and allowed the itching to fall away as a distraction. 

I looked around. Brielle, Emma, Neveah, and Little Meow were all asleep, ensconced within their burrows, no doubt being eaten alive by the bedbugs. 

Imogen, however, was seated cross-legged against the Hall’s far wall, hands resting lightly on her knees, eyes closed, breathing slowly as she worked through meditation. 

I hesitated to go over, then decided instead to do something about my parched throat. I saw several trays that had been set down by the Hall’s entrance, and padded over silently, appreciating the complete lack of pain in my ankle. 

Crouching by the wooden trays, I saw they were crowded with little covered cups and bowls, along with a stone carafe which held, I quickly determined, chilled water with a deeply mineral taste.

I drank the whole thing, quaffing it with long pulls, and finally set it aside with a satisfied sigh only to glance back guiltily at my sleeping companions. Shit, I’d drank the whole thing. Ah, well. No doubt C’toh had more coming. 

I then set to exploring the small black bowls. Under one, I saw what looked like dark, oleaginous seaweed. Under another, a gray mush, like oatmeal tinted with charcoal. A third showed little weird tubes in a red sauce that might have been calamari? But we weren’t in Aegeria, so I guessed it wasn’t squid. Another bowl held little blackberries, while a fifth held hair-thin vermicelli noodles, covered in finely chopped green herbs. 

Given what I’d seen thus far, I was pretty damn sure all of them were made from heinous ingredients. No doubt stuff like mold, rock insects, and who knew what else.

But my stomach growled as it did its best to turn itself inside out, so I sat and set to work, using little stone forks to shovel the food into my maw without overthinking what I was doing or eating.

It wasn’t half-bad. Some of them were spicy, while others had a slimy, metallic taste that made me retch once or twice before wrestling them down. For the most part, I defeated the spread by simply eating as quickly as I could. 

When I was done with my tray, I sat still and waited, letting my stomach decide whether it was glad for the new company. A few oily burps almost had me heading toward the corner of the Hall, but after a moment, I decided it was all going to stay down. 

Wiping the back of my mouth on my sleeve, I rose, stretched, then regretted it. The movement caused my mouth to flood with slick spit, and the edges of my tongue trembled as my body considered upchucking again.

I dove deep into the Vam, and the nausea passed; after a moment I was able to breathe deeply through my nose again, and turned to see Imogen watching me with wry amusement.

“What?” I whispered.

“You are a true warrior,” she said, voice warm with affection. “I didn’t dare eat that stuff after C’toh told me what it was.”

My stomach gurgled. “Oh, god. Should I ask?”

“No,” said Imogen with absolute certainty. “I can say with complete confidence that you do not want to know what you just ate.”

I placed my hand over my stomach and inhaled carefully through my nose. “I trust your judgment. How are you doing?”

“I’m worried,” said Imogen in a voice completely calm and clear of all emotion. “What we’re about to face. I’ve been unable to stop thinking about it.”

“How so?” I asked, moving over to sit across from her.

“We did right by skipping the realms to come straight to Tantaghrast,” she said, speaking slowly as if figuring out her statements as she made them. “We took control of our destinies, and the Source was pleased. But Lilith is an active agent in our opposition, and I can’t help but imagine she’d furious.”

Hands on knees, I rotated my spine into a deep stretch. “That’s fine with me.”

“Yes, in theory, but I’m thinking of the consequences. Of what doesn’t add up.”

“Such as?”

“First, we were meant to destroy ourselves in an endless trek across these perilous realms. After all, is that not Gharab’s nature?”

“Remind me again? It’s all starting to flow together.”

Imogen frowned at me. “Are you being flippant?”

“No, seriously. Walk me through it. Tagimron, Ghogiel, Gharab - all of it is kind of blending under an endless veneer of pain and loss and bloodshed, you know? Hard to keep clinical and detached when I just want to rush to Valeria’s side.”

She blew a lock of hair out of her face. “Fine. The brief, brief version. Gharab is the opposite of Chesed, which is - was - the sphere of victory and triumph. Gharab, therefore, is the sphere of endless ordeal, devoid of wisdom and understanding, where life is endlessly destroyed in pursuit of an ever-retreating victory.”

I turned to twist the other way, feeling a deep tension in the base of my spine slowly evanesce. “So, sending us across all those realms…”

“Would have been perfectly in line with Gharab’s purpose. We’d have fought battle after battle, killed endless enemies, raced against Morgana’s clock, and in doing so destroyed ourselves, burned out as the injuries mounted up, as we lost companions, and never managing to reach the Fulcrum.”

I straightened. “Then my plan to hijack the Contessa was the exact right move. What’s the problem?”

“It was the right play. Absolutely. But Gharab and Lilith won’t be cheated out of their game. You saw the portals opened to the other realms in Gravehall. Since we wouldn’t trek endlessly across those realms and fight their armies one by one, she’s brought them here to fight us all at once.”

I pursed my lips as I considered her words. “Sounds like a toddler tantrum.”

Imogen snorted. “If you can call the Queen of Darkness’ plan to destroy us utterly as such, then yes. A fit of pique, perhaps. But I don’t think it was Lilith herself that opened the portals.”

“Why not? Morgana’s dead. Unless you think Morgana opened them first before coming here?”

“It’s possible, but the timing doesn’t seem to line up. Recall that the forces from the other realms were in the process of marching through, indicating that the portals had been but recently opened. So, if it wasn’t Morgana, whom I think had remained in Ur-Gharab and was thus on hand to oppose us, it must have been someone else.”

“Why not Lilith? You said yourself she’s mad.”

“She hasn’t interfered directly in our journey before. Of course, it doesn’t mean she can’t, but the nature of these trials, these spheres, is such that we must overcome the local residents before reaching Malkuth. Intuition more than anything else tells me she’s reserving confrontation and interference for when we reach Malkuth. No; somebody local is opposing us. With Morgana dead, that leaves only one other figure with enough power.”

“This Nithing Dude.” I chewed the inside corner of my lips. “Serious question, why doesn’t he call himself the Nothing Lord? What’s ‘Nithing’ mean, anyway?”

“A question for C’toh, I imagine,” said Imogen. “I don’t know the etymology of that word, though I hate to admit it.”

“Do you know how much it turns me on when you nerd out like that?” I grinned at her. “Honestly. I’d never understood the librarian fetish till I met you.”

Imogen flushed and smoothed her black skirt over her knees. “Noah, focus, please.”

“Sure, if you stop making it hard.”

“I’m not making it hard; I’m speaking to you in the parlance of our times, and you’re -” She cut herself off, took a deep breath, and gave me a tight smile. “No. I won’t fall for your games. Focus. And if you find yourself unexpectedly aroused by my usage of common terms, then please keep such information to yourself.”

“Aw,” I said, pretending to slump in disappointment. “I was hoping this would lead to dictionary sex.”

I saw her struggle with her curiosity, jaw tightening, before losing the battle. “Oh, very well. What by the Source is ‘dictionary sex’?”

“It’s where I bang you from behind while you say the biggest words you know,” I said, grinning again. “Like…” I paused, trying to think up a big word. 

She raised an eyebrow and waited.

One occurred to me, and I grinned victoriously. “Like ‘defenestration.’”

“You want to fuck me while I talk about being thrown out of windows?”

“See? That was so hot. Yes. And… I don’t know. What are some other big words you know?”

I saw a glimmer of humor under her mask of disapproval. “What, words like ‘chthonic,’ or ‘salpinx,’ or ‘tribadist’?”

I clutched at my heart and fell over to my side. “Oh! If I’d known you could talk dirty to me like this before, why…”

She leaned forward to thwap my leg, but I could hear the laughter in her voice. “Noah! Enough. We were discussing something of the utmost importance, though I can barely recall what.”

I pushed myself upright and laughed. “Very well. Fine. Though next time, mark my words, I’m going to demand you bust out your biggest words. Deal?”

Imogen rolled her eyes. “If it allows you to focus on the matter at hand? Yes, very well. I’ll lambast you with the most esoteric elements of my vocabulary.” 

“Deal. Now. What were we talking about?”

“The Nithing-Lord,” said Imogen, putting the lie to having been distracted. “I believe he’s opened the portals to the far realms, which might make him the true power in Gharab instead of Morgana.”

“Well, with her dead, he sure is now.”

“Even before. For him to defeat the Servitors, for him to be in the final realm, it all points to his being our true foe. Morgana, if anything, was a gatekeeper.”

I recalled Neveah’s and my struggle to take her out, then winced. “Some gatekeeper.”

“This is the penultimate realm,” said Imogen. “Our foes will be of the highest caliber. And this Nithing-Lord may be unlike anything we’ve yet faced. We need more information on him. We can’t go in blind.”

“And from the sounds of it, he needs to be destroyed before he cracks open the Chasmstone,” I said. 

Imogen nodded pensively. “Yes, agreed. Though I worry about our ability to defeat him after fighting our way through so many foes. He will be fresh, while we will be worn out.”

“First off, we’ve got Neveah.” I ticked off one finger. “Second, we’ll have to be deliberate about conserving our magical power. I’ll use the Prisms and Mantras to refine my usage like I haven’t done in some time.”

“And third?” asked Imogen.

“Third, the Source is on our side.” I took a deep breath, held it, then exhaled with a smile. “So we’re guaranteed to win.”

“Right,” said Imogen skeptically.

“Either way, it’s time we got started,” I said. Pushing myself nimbly into a crouch, I rose to my full height. 

Imogen looked up at me. “How are you feeling?”

I ground the ball of my foot into the ground, feeling no pain in my ankle. Swinging my arms around, I felt nothing but supple and ready, laden with kinetic potential and full to the brim with magic. 

“Ready,” I said. “Sound in body and mind. You?”

“Ready,” said Imogen, and extended her gloved hand to me. I pulled her to her feet, embracing her before she could catch her balance.

She blinked, taken aback, and stared up at me through her one remaining lens. 

“I love you.”

Her smile was warm, and I felt her melt against me, pressing subtly against my hips, arms sliding around my waist. “And I love you, Noah Kilmartin, more than you’ll ever know.”

I kissed her, deeply, truly, and only broke away when I heard Brielle cough from behind me.

“If you guys need a moment,” said the princess, extracting herself from her burrow, “then I’d encourage you to hang a curtain across the far corner, because these… hell holes… are… oh, by the Source!”

She set to scratching herself furiously.

I broke away from Imogen, though I kept an arm around her shoulders. “Wake up, everyone! Rise and shine. It’s time to take down the Nithing-Lord.”

The others stirred, muttering complaints, and lifted their heads from the straw. 

“First, we’ll ask Emma and Little Meow to cleanse us all of bedbugs, lice, and whatever else we’ve picked up, then you’re all going to gorge on the treats C’toh has provided us with.”

Neveah hopped down from her burrow while Emma crawled out of her own, looking dismayed and resigned all at once.

“Then, that done, we’re going to grab our map, grab our guide, and head out for the Flowstone Stairs.” My voice hardened with resolve. “We’re in for our toughest fight yet, but Valeria’s waiting for us at the end of the road. So ain’t nothing going to stop us, and if anything, I feel pity for any fool that tries to stop us from reaching her side. Am I right?”

Brielle was energetically scratching at her upper arm. “Emma! Help!”

“You’re right,” said Neveah, sweeping her long hair back into a braid. “I’ll cut us a road to Valeria’s side, no matter how long it takes.”

“That I believe.” I walked to the wall where Shard rested, then set to buckling it at my hip. “The Nithing-Lord won’t know what hit him.”

“Bravo,” said a dusty voice from the entrance, and C’toh stepped into the light, pushing his cowl back as he did so. “I do enjoy a rousing speech before attempting the impossible.”

“Haven’t you heard?” asked Neveah, tone cool as her fingers danced over her materializing braid. “You’re talking to Noah, the Tenth Savior of the Source. He specializes in accomplishing the impossible.”

Hot damn, if I didn’t feel a warm glow of pride and delight at her words.

Emma had taken Brielle’s hands in her own, and the princess almost immediately let out a sigh of profound relief. “Oh, you’re a lifesaver. Thank you a thousand times over.”

Little Meow had emerged as well, adjusting her mask. “Did you bring a map, Master C’toh?”

The Wight drew forth a brittle roll of parchment. I thought he’d spread it across the ground, but he muttered some obscure words, made a gesture, then unrolled it across an invisible plane of force that had manifested at waist height.

“Here it is.”

We all crowded around the parchment, which was an almost overwhelming depiction of Tantaghrast’s cavern system. Endless squiggles, blots, and arcane symbols adorned its yellowed surface.

“We are here,” said the Wight, stabbing down with his overgrown nail at a tiny blob. “Weevil Hall. I shall lead you through our system thus.” His nail traced a complex path to a larger depiction of what were clearly steps. “The Flowstone Stairs. From there, you will follow the path as explained before: along the Starmilk River, to the Black Obelisk, through the Fungal Cathedral, and into the Wending Labyrinth.”

I watched as he traced our passage, trying to memorize the route. 

“And here is the Chasm itself,” he said, tracing the length of a black smear that cut through the complex and interweaving lines of the Labyrinth. “The Fulcrum is located here in the very center, where the Nithing-Lord does hold his dread court, and the Chasmstone is held, to our perpetual dismay.”

“Got it,” said Neveah, tone clinical and calm.

“Yes,” said Imogen. “I think that’s quite clear, now.”

C’toh rolled up the parchment and extended it to me. “Here. Into your keep, it must go, for no doubt you will have cause to study it again before you reach your destination.”

“Thank you,” I said, taking it gingerly. “I think we’ll be ready to set forth soon.”

“The hour is indeed at hand,” said C’toh. “The plangentweb is thrumming constantly, and any moment the enemy will pierce the last of our illusions and come flooding into our tunnels. We must go before that happens.”

I handed the map to Imogen, who wrapped a cord about its center, tied it off, then slung it over her shoulder. “Then let’s get going. We can eat while we walk.”

“Very well,” said C’toh, and turned away. “Follow me, Savior. Follow me into the depths, into the darkness, and to your certain death.”

 

Chapter 18

 

 

 

We set off without any fanfare. A score of Wights accompanied us out of the main warren, clustering around us, all dusty robes and sloped shoulders. The tunnels were claustrophobic, forcing my companions and me to hunch over; and after perhaps ten minutes of squeezing through ever tighter and shallower spaces, I began to understand how the Wights came to be so small. 

Our path was illuminated by a few lanterns, each casting an amber glow over us, a soft pervasive radiance that made it seem as if we walked through a dream. Nobody spoke; the only sounds were the occasional drips of water or the rustling of heavy clothing. The air was damp and growing damper, until a mineral tang was all about us, and my skin felt clammy. Down the tunnels went, curving and curling sinuously as if bored into the rock by vast, ancient worms. Down we went, our boots occasionally slipping on the sediment that crusted the floor. 

Occasionally the way would expand into a cavern, suddenly and without warning. The ceilings were clustered with stalactites, the floors uneven and smooth, our path winding about stalagmites until once again diving into the rock, leaving those moments of expansiveness behind.

Finally, the nature of the tunnel changed - gone was the smooth, organic feel of the rock, and instead, we climbed sharply through shorn rock, the markings of tools clear against the walls, signs of chiseling from long ago.

“Ah, we are here,” said C’toh from the front, slowing and turning to us. It was hard to be sure with his cadaverous visage, but I thought he might have smiled. “Prepare to see something… wondrous.”

He led us on, around a final curve, and we stepped out into a vast space, a complex, mathematical void crisscrossed by great, clear crystals, looking something like Superman’s Fortress of Solitude if it had been dropped on the floor then swept into a huge hole. 

“My god,” whispered Emma, stepping out beside me and taking my hand. “It’s… beautiful.”

And it was. We’d emerged onto a shelf of natural rock crusted with gems, dark purple gems that covered the interior surface of the cavern. It spread out as far as the eye could see and glimmered in the lantern light like some kind of fey fire, an endless constellation glittering alluringly wherever I looked. Spearing out from these bedazzled walls were great crystals, some crossing the cavern to sink into the far wall, others ending two-thirds of the way across, some barely emerging from the walls as if late to the party. They were massive - most of them broad enough to be walked upon -  tapering to points, ridged with geometric perfection. 

Heart pounding and feeling elated, I peered over the edge of the ledge on which we stood and saw that the cavern dropped away into the darkness. It was impossible to say how deep it went, despite the elusive glimmers that twinkled far below us. The far side was visible, perhaps a hundred yards away, our passage demarcated by ropes which had been strung from iron pole to iron pole.

“Amazing,” breathed Imogen from behind me. “This must have taken eons to form. In solitude and darkness, until the first person forced their way in.”

“We discovered it a century ago,” said C’toh, voice brimming with pride. “And such are the subtle pleasures that we yet derive from existence, even from the shadows. Ah, the wonders I could show you if we but had the time. Tantaghrast is home to miracles, and most of them natural. But come. Wondrous as the Geode Falls are, we must continue. There is yet much terrain to cover!”

So saying, he stepped off the ledge and onto the back of a great crystal plinth whose surface had been abraded to provide footing. Clinging to the rope, the Wight led the way up the plinth’s oblique angle, only to step off onto another where they intersected. He began his smooth descent, following the rope all the while.

“I’ll hold off on Manipura,” I said. “Best to conserve my magic.” Even as I said it, I felt a pang of loss; the thought of flying amid the crystals was a delight, to swoop amongst their columns, to explore the heights, to drop low and see what lay at the cavern’s bottom.

“One day,” said Emma, squeezing my hand. “One day we’ll come back, and then we’ll explore as much as we want.”

I gave her a guilty smile, surprised and gratified that she’d read my mind, then took the first step. Holding onto the rope, I followed C’toh across the crystals. 

It was wondrous. The lanterns caused the crystals to gleam as if each contained its own source of light, and it was hard not to stop and gape, to try and take in the full scope of that incredible cavern. Instead, I forced myself to remain focused, carefully following the path from crystal to crystal. On three occasions we were forced to leap a yard from one plinth to the next, but I steadfastly refused to tap my power. 

I was halfway across the cavern when I thought how terrible an ambush would be if sprung while we were strung out across the path, most of us unable to fly. A dozen aerial foes would knock us tumbling from our precarious perches, and Neveah and I would be unable to fight back, caught up as we’d be saving our falling friends.

I shivered, peering ahead. Nothing but C’toh, shuffling ever on to the far tunnel mouth. 

Thank the Source.

Finally, we were across. Nobody slipped, there was no cause for undue excitement, and it was with a last glance of regret that I left the Geode Falls behind, following C’toh back into the stone.

The tunnel grew even tighter now, and though there were still signs of chisels on the rock, the diggers had not spent time expanding the way beyond bare necessities. I was forced to turn sideways at times to squeeze between the pinching walls. For the first time, I had cause to regret my enhanced musculature as my broad chest scraped against the rock. I embraced the Vam to keep any sense of panic or claustrophobia at bay, and forced myself to follow, breath echoing loudly in the close confines, air getting warm, sweat prickling my brow and running down the slopes of my back.

How long we struggled through those tight tunnels I didn’t know, but when they finally opened back up into a natural cavern, I wasn’t the only one to give a heartfelt sigh of relief.

“Up ahead,” said C’toh, turning back to us once more. “The Flowstone Stairs. We are almost there.”

“Praise be,” said Brielle, dropping into a crouch and wiping at her gleaming face. “I don’t think I could stand another minute of those cramped tunnels.”

C’toh smiled nastily. “Oh, there is much for you to relish yet ahead. But come. My duty is nearly discharged. Another hour, perhaps, and you shall soon be on your own.”

I drank deep from my water bottle, took a deep breath, and rested my hand on Shard’s pommel for comfort. “Lead on. Day’s still getting started.”

Once again, we followed natural caverns and tunnels, occasionally rappelling down deep cracks onto pebble-strewn floors. One room was filled with what looked like raw rubies - great blotches of clear, blood-colored stones locked into the walls - while another was so crowded with stalactites that a tunnel had been carved through their mass. On and on we went, C’toh leading us without hesitation, and slowly we lost more of the other accompanying Wights, who faded away and abandoned our group without word or sign.

“Here,” said C’toh, raising his lantern to study a blank wall. “We’ve arrived.”

“Define ‘arrived,’” said Brielle skeptically.

Again, C’toh turned his death’s head grin on us. “You think we have remained secret and safe for so long with open tunnels leading to our homes? Oh, no. The way forward lies before us, but first, it must be opened.”

Imogen knelt, placing a hand on the ground, and closed her eyes. “A passage,” she said at last, rising to her feet. “Cunningly hidden, and not simply by illusion.”

“Not simply by illusion,” said C’toh. “We’ve used a combination of Alchemy and Marchocias to obscure the way.”

“Marchocias?” asked Emma.

“Hexenmagic,” said Imogen, tone flat. 

“Ah, you sound so disapproving!” C’toh, however, sounded delighted. “You, of all people, who radiate a sweet corruption all of your own! Why yes, we have used the enemy’s wiles against them. Marchocias, the corrupted sanskara of obfuscation and fog. But we need not debate virtues and vices, we need simply open the way to the Flowstone Stairs. Observe!”

With a flourish of his hand and a blast of power, C’toh caused the wall before us to disintegrate, the rock growing pitted before falling away rapidly to reveal a tunnel entrance.

I shuddered as a noxious sensation wafted over me. Marchocias, I guessed. 

“Behold,” said C’toh. “The Flowstone Stairs. Follow them down, all the way down to the Starmilk River, and from there - may the Source bless your every step.”

Beyond the newly revealed tunnel mouth, I saw a caramel vastness, smooth and slick. It was as if a hundred vast Portobello mushroom caps had been layered over each other, forming a descending series of platforms that receded into the darkness.

Drawing Shard and willing it to incandesce, I stepped through the hole and out onto the treacherous floor. It curved beneath my boots to the closest lip, there falling away to the next, perhaps a half dozen yards below.

Raising Shard, I looked up the Stairs, and saw that the edge of each cap or platform was festooned with a score of stalactites of sorts, or perhaps stone formations that more accurately resembled the gills of a mushroom cap’s underside. Everything was damp, and I realized immediately how this great descending tunnel had been formed - that dampness had to carry the finest particles of silt along the surface of the caps, down those gills, depositing them over time, slowly accreting and growing ever larger. 

My other companions stepped out next to me, moving warily on the wet, gritty surface. Brielle raised her lantern in turn, and together we simply marveled. The stairs rose into the distant darkness, which fell away below us toward a hidden floor.

“How high does it go?” asked Imogen, sounding awed.

“We don’t know,” said C’toh. “The way is too perilous to travel for long. Wightlions haunt the Stairs, and those who venture too high eventually fail to return.”

“Wightlions?” Brielle’s frown could have put an end to summer. “What are those?”

“Tunneling predators.” C’toh gave a dismissive wave of his hand. “Nothing you can’t handle, I’m sure.”

“Details?” pressed Brielle.

“Large, I suppose, twice my height, three times my width. They burst forth from innocuous-looking walls to seize you with great lobster claws and pull you back into the darkness, where they pin you under heavy rocks till you are grown sufficiently rotten to be consumed in great slurps through their little mouths.” 

We all turned to regard the Stairs again, this time with greater trepidation.

“But compared to what you shall soon face, they are a negligible threat. Proceed down the Stairs until you reach their end. Follow Starmilk’s current until it brings you to the Black Obelisk. From there, consult your map.”

“Thank you, C’toh,” I said, bowing low to the wizened Wight. “You’ve done us a huge service. We shan't forget.”

C’toh waved my thanks away. “Just don’t reveal the location of our tunnels when you’re tortured, will you? Regardless. May the Source bless your efforts, Savior. I hope creation lasts long enough for me to grow nostalgic about our meeting.”

With that, he stepped back, concealed by a sudden growth of stone that in moments hid away the tunnel as if it had never been. 

“Cheerful man,” said Emma, smoothing down the front of her tunic. “Upbeat. Going to miss him awfully.”

Little Meow snorted. “The best thing we can do is prove him wrong. Um. By all of us surviving and defeating Lilith, that is. Shall we head on down?”

“Wightlions,” said Brielle in annoyance. “I can’t believe he forgot to tell us about them till now.”

I raised Shard so its brilliance caused the damp shelf of caramel rock to gleam. “No matter. I doubt they’ll last long if they try to bother us. Now, watch your step.”

It was tempting as heck to just fly up, but again I resisted the urge, instead creeping to the edge of the platform, only to realize it was nothing so neat. There was a path that wound its way down in oblique switchbacks between what I’d thought of as massive Portobello caps, the ground subtly ridged and sloping down toward the outer edge. Slipping and falling here would be lethal - you’d simply go down over the edge, pick up speed, and hurtle ever faster over platform after platform. 

“Ropes,” I said. “Let’s tie ourselves together. If anyone slips, Neveah and I can anchor us by rising into the air.”

We spent the next few minutes binding ourselves together, then I took point, Neveah coming last. I led the way down the oblique path that the water took to the far wall; upon reaching it, I turned to follow the next organic switchback over the accumulated platforms, down past the stone mushroom gills that dropped like drapes from the ledge just above us.

It was slow, treacherous going. The damp rock wasn’t as slippery as it looked, the sediment adding a gritty texture to the rock that gave our boots purchase, but the very idea of slipping and sliding out over the edge made us go slowly, mostly because it was so easy to imagine.

Down we went; the farther we descended, the steeper the path became, as if time had yet to build up these lower depths. Some of the drapes extended a hundred yards from the edge of the platforms, interrupted here and there by smaller shelves of gleaming stone. There was no helpful rope here, no iron poles driven into the rock. The temptation to use Manipura grew ever stronger until it was actively pressing.

Still I led the way on foot, occasionally dropping to move down a particularly steep section in a controlled slide. The path itself began to break down, great gaps appearing in it now; the platforms became ever more distinct, forcing us to take ever more treacherous jumps. 

The idea of being ambushed by Wightlions kept us on edge. Brielle especially became jumpy, jerking around to stare at shadows, blazing blade raised to strike at enemies that failed to materialize.

“Aren’t we awfully exposed?” asked Emma, voice hushed. “I mean, our lights must be visible to everyone below and above us.”

“True,” I said, working my way carefully to the very edge of a drooping platform to stare disconsolately at the next platform five yards below us. “But we’d see their lights too.”

“Unless they can see in the dark,” she said.

“In which case, we’d be fucked anyways. Hold on. I’m going to drop down.”

“Why don’t you fly at this point? I mean, surely this warrants a little magic?”

“Not if I can avoid it.” I untied myself from the rope since there wasn’t enough slack for me to drop without dragging Emma after me. With great care, Shard clutched tightly in my fist, I slid over the smooth edge to drop to the next platform. 

The wall beside me, the delicate folds of rock that descended in great vertical undulations, exploded outward as I hit the platform below, and a huge clawed horror lurched near. 

“Wightlion!” I shouted, startled and shoving away from the ledge to fly into the darkness. Snapping lobster claws, massive as wheelbarrows, clacked at where I’d been but a split second below. I slashed Shard at the monster, and for a moment saw a leathery beast, all heavy plates of carapace, small head, multifaceted eyes, huge mandibles around a small, bubbling mouth, the stuff of nightmares, hunched over before my arc of golden light cut it in two.

I wasn’t the only one being attacked. The ambush had been coordinated. Screams sounded from above, rocks raining down over me. I fled straight up, Shard at the ready, only to see Emma slip out over the edge, falling toward me. 

I caught her in both arms, but not before she jerked Imogen off her feet. With a tight, short scream she slipped over the edge as well, and in doing so yanked Brielle back; the Wightlion she faced snatched her burning blade from her fist and hurled it into the night. 

I didn’t have the wherewithal to track the blade’s descent, but instead strained to rise as Imogen’s weight dragged Brielle off the ledge as well.

Neveah was facing off against two Wightlions and making short work of them, but Little Meow was the next to go, dragged off the ledge to plummet down after Brielle.

The rope attaching her to Neveah went taut, but the raven-haired warrior simply lifted in flight as she swept Morghothilim through one Wightlion. The second bowled forward, curving forward into a carapaced ball like a massive louse, and rolled right past her to plunge over the ledge. Dropping down into the void, it opened to crash atop Brielle. 

She screamed as its pinchers snagged at her, but I decapitated it with a tight flare of golden light before it could do much damage.

More were boiling out from the cliffside, each heralded by an explosion of blinding rock, bursting forth, claws clacking. In moments Neveah was faced by four of them, which she destroyed with a hurled mass of writhing shadow fire, but more scuttled forward to take their place.

“Down!” I barked. “Let’s get the fuck out of here!”

Neveah met my gaze and gave a curt nod, and together we descended into the gloom. Avoiding the platforms altogether, we dropped ever faster down the length of the Flowstone Stairs toward their bottom.

It rapidly became apparent that we’d have to resort to flight sooner than later anyway - the platforms became ever more separated, the drops between them ever more treacherous. At last, we were skimming down alongside vast folds of rock - huge, wavering curtains of stone whose depths were lost to shadow.

“There!” said Emma, gazing below us. “What’s that?”

I followed her eyes, and saw a soft emerald glow manifest below us in the gloom. It grew rapidly brighter until it took on the shape of a river, cut off on either end, where it no doubt flowed underground and out of sight.

It was beautiful. Stunningly so, the light refulgent and soft, soothing and tranquil, as if glimpsed in the moments before one awakes from a dream. Languid and glassine, the surface was perfectly still, mirror-smooth and reflecting in perfect detail the great swathes of caramel rock that descended, and in places, penetrated its emerald surface. 

This perfection was shattered a moment later as the first rocks we’d dislodged came crashing down to plunge into that stillness. They sent up gouts of water and huge eddies that rocked across the river’s surface, sending the reflections dancing and wavering. 

“That’s… stunning,” I heard Brielle whisper, her fright lost to the grandeur of the vision. As we lowered down to the surface, I saw how the river extended into the rock, through a low-ceilinged tunnel whose surface was serrated with endless stalactites. They descended to the water’s surface, ribbed undersides illuminated by the water’s preternatural glow.

“They’re not following,” said Neveah, who, of all of us, had kept her eye on the prize and watched for Wightlions descending in pursuit. 

“I don’t want to keep flying,” I said, aware of Manipura’s slow burn, how even with my Prisms activated I was going to be using up my reserves steadily. “Does it look shallow enough to wade in?”

“I think it is,” said Brielle, who hung the lowest on the rope, her feet now almost touching the water. “Waist deep, perhaps.”

“Right, we’ll lower you down carefully. Ready, Neveah?”

Of course she was. We dipped down, and Brielle’s boots submerged in the water, then her legs.

“Ah! Cold!” 

Down we went, the water creeping up her waist, then the rope sagged as she found purchase on the floor beneath the waters.

We kept descending, and soon my boots entered the Starmilk. It was frigid, enervating cold, but I gritted my teeth and kept dropping, allowing the water to creep up my legs. Then with a jerk, I dropped the last foot so the glacial water surged up past my crotch, and I couldn’t help it; I set Emma down and hopped back up, gasping, “Ooh! Cold!”

One by one, the others found their footing, ripples spreading away from us. After Brielle recovered her blade, everyone had weapons in hand, and the light from Shard and Brielle’s lantern complemented the inherent luminescence of the river. For the first time since entering Tantaghrast, I felt like I could plainly see the world about me. 

“This is incredible,” said Emma, wading forward toward the tunnel into which the Starmilk flowed. There was a subtle current, invisible to the eye, slowly pulling us along, urging us to take one slow step after another. 

“Why’s it glowing?” asked Little Meow, cupping a handful of the water in her palm and studying it. “I mean, I can feel latent magic, but it’s very faint. From where does it come?”

“Either the water is magic, or the sediment that trickles down the Stairs is,” replied Imogen, gazing about herself. “Impossible to say without tracking the river upstream.”

“Which we’re not going to do,” said Brielle. “And why didn’t I think to ask C’toh if there were other predators beyond the Wightlions? Like… glowing emerald eels, or the like?”

“It’s not as if we’re going to lower our guard,” said Neveah, wading forward to pass Emma and move to the tunnel entrance. 

Brielle made a face. “I mean, right, of course.”

Together we moved forward, sloshing through the crystalline water and endlessly disturbing the river’s placidity. It was hard not to gape. The stalactites here were needle-thin, clustered by the hundreds and descending in clumps that showed no rhyme or reason. Occasionally a pitted expanse of the ceiling became visible - the natural cave ceiling - but mostly we passed under endless clusters of caramel daggers that looked far too much like waiting weapons for me to relax.

“There,” said Neveah, pointing with Morghothilim. “Human remains.”

We all stared, and there, beneath the undulating waters, I made out a skeleton clad in badly rusted chainmail. The skull stared vacuously up at us. 

“Another one over there,” said Neveah, peering ahead. “Make that a dozen.”

“How can you tell?” asked Emma, rising to her tiptoes and staring down the tunnel.

“Geomancy coupled with Sahaswara,” said Neveah, tone detached. “Allows me to scan ahead if I concentrate.”

“And you didn’t notice the Wightlions?” asked Brielle.

Neveah arched a brow. “They were behind living rock. I’d have to focus harder than a simple scan to pick them out.”

“Hmmph,” said Brielle, pushing her crimson hair behind her shoulder. “Might be a good time for that kind of effort.”

“Brielle,” said Emma.

Neveah stared at Brielle a moment longer, expression inscrutable, then turned to continue leading us on. 

Soon enough we were treading past more skeletons. Most of them had been picked clean by the waters, bones gleaming, but a number looked disturbingly recent.

“The emerald eel theory is gaining traction,” said Emma as we passed a body that could only be a week old. “Unfortunately.”

“A moment,” said Neveah, and closed her eyes. “Nothing within my sensory radiance registers as living.”

“Neat trick,” said Little Meow. 

“No kidding,” said Imogen. “I’d have to submerge and press my hand to the ground to get that kind of information. And how far out are you sensing, Neveah?”

Neveah opened her eyes, glanced at Imogen, and resumed wading forward. “Pretty far.”

“Pretty far.” Imogen adjusted her glasses. “That’s good to know.”

“Bad news is,” continued Neveah, tone level, “the stalactites are going to drive us underwater up ahead.”

“Wait, what?” Emma stopped abruptly. “Like, forcing us to swim underwater.”

“Mmmhmm.”

“How far are we going to have to swim?” I asked.

“I’ll check again when we’re closer, but it seemed like a couple of hundred yards.”

“Fuck C’toh,” said Brielle with furious intensity. “He didn’t think to mention that?”

“Guess he figured we’d not be stopped so easily,” I said. “And I think he was right. We’ll get through.”

Brielle resumed wading after me. “But how? Several hundred yards?”

“We’ll see,” I said, and realized that I believed it. My resolve was rock solid. I didn’t care what we came up against.

We’d get through it.

After that we waded in silence, the water gradually growing deeper, until the stalactites descended to form a solid curtain before us, blocking further passage.

Imogen stepped forward and put her hand to the stone. She closed her eyes, and after a moment grimaced, turning back to us. “A couple of hundred yards is right.”

“I can’t swim that far underwater,” said Little Meow apologetically. “Unless there are pockets of air we can breathe from?”

“They’ll be poisonous,” said Emma, tone flat with dejection. “Trapped air, no circulation, deep underground? You won’t want to breathe that stuff.”

“We’ve got this,” I said. “Manipura will power us through. Neveah and I will fly everyone underwater to the next point.”

Brielle raised an eyebrow skeptically. “That will work?”

I grinned back at her. “One way to find out. Ready?”

“Me?”

“You.” I stepped in close. “You trust me?”

“Of course.”

“Then let's go.”

Neveah extended a hand to Emma. “We’ll go together, so nobody is left alone on the far side.”

“Why?” asked Emma. “You detect danger?”

“No. But it’s a simple precaution.”

“Oh god,” said Emma nervously, slipping into Neveah’s arms. “I hate this.”

“Hyperventilate for a minute,” I said. “Really rapid, shallow breathing. Then when I nod to Neveah, take a deep breath, and we’ll both go through.”

It was a testament to how nervous Brielle was that she didn’t bother questioning me about my orders. Instead, she joined the rest of us in quickly breathing, fast pants that started making me light-headed, until I judged we were ready.

I nodded to Neveah, ducked underwater, and tapped Manipura. 

The black sun roared to life within my core, and to my delight, I powered forward, Brielle clutching me so hard I felt my ribs creak. Shard stabbed straight ahead, and we slid forward with ever greater speed, the soft green radiance of the river all around us. Countless stalactite stumps pushed down from above, forming a composite ceiling. 

I couldn’t tell how fast we were going and could barely make out the shadowed walls of the river’s banks. Neveah was powering along beside me, hair streaming behind her like an ebon war banner. There was no hint of our destination, no lightening of the water, no indication we were drawing close.

Animal fear began to claw at me as my chest started to tighten. I slammed it down with the Vam, found perfect, martial poise, and with eyes narrowed put on more speed, cutting through the waters like a torpedo. The rushing thrum of water over my ears joining the pounding of my heart, the frigid waters numbing my skin.

On and on we flew, and just as I was starting to panic, to think we’d not make it, we were attacked.

It was huge. An undulating, sinuous shape, serpentine and swift, making its way toward us with frightening speed. A speed doubled by our approach.

One moment we were flying forward into milky green radiance, the next a shadow was approaching - then it was upon us.

I caught a hint of a dragon-like head, huge jaws, catfish-like tendrils extending from its skull like a mane, a maw opening to reveal curved, needle-like teeth -

- then Neveah blasted it with shadow fire, peeling away a swathe of its head and several coils. Its frame melted as if it were made of delicate snow and she’d just dumped a bucket of scalding water over it. 

The water clouded with brackish black blood, but the monster didn’t contort or lash out in death throes.

Neveah had stone-cold killed it with one hit.

We sped past, and I couldn’t help but marvel at the huge eel’s length and endless coils; then Neveah reached out, grasped me by the shoulder, and yanked me straight up.

Our heads broke the water’s surface, and I inhaled raggedly, blinking away the water.

We’d emerged into a massive amphitheater, a dome-like space above us. The caramel-hued walls shimmered and reflected the undulating slivers of light dancing across the thousands of stalactites that dropped toward us, turning the walls into more organic drapes of stone.

But my attention was riveted by the scores of huge eels or snakes or whatever they were that our appearance had galvanized to life. They’d been resting on the ledges around the water, luxuriously coiled amongst themselves, but now were sliding forward. Their scales slithered and whispered as they speared down the sides of the cavern toward the emerald pool, eyes blazing, a frenzy of activity all around us.

“Up!” barked Neveah, and together we flew into the air, erupting from the water just as the first eels surged to where we’d been, their movements wicked beneath the surface.

Heart hammering, squeezing Brielle to my chest almost as hard as she was holding me, I turned in a circle. A primitive part of my soul quaked at having emerged into such a horrendous nest of massive snakes, the largest easily as long as a school bus, the shortest twice my length.

Neveah didn’t waste any time. She started laying about her with blasts of magic, unleashing shadow flames and crackling levenbolts with what looked like abandon but was instead terrible precision.

I joined in, sweeping Shard from side to side, lambasting the eels, shearing their huge coils in twain. In moments the pure light of the great pool dimmed, growing suffused with blood. Huge chunks of eel parts bobbed below us. 

It was a massacre, and took perhaps a minute. Toward the end, I let Neveah send a few carefully placed strikes into the now-opaque waters, killing the few snakes that had remained submerged. 

“We have to hurry,” said Neveah, flying to the cavern’s side and depositing a stunned-looking Emma on a ledge. “A half-dozen swam into the tunnel toward our friends.”

“Oh shit,” I said, hurrying to drop off Brielle. “After them!”

“Wait!” I heard Brielle shout, but I dove into the water, spearing under the curtain of stalactites that led into the tunnel, leaving behind the bloody water for the clear.

There was no time for conservation. I poured magic into Manipura and churned through the water. Neveah slipped past me, going even faster, and ahead I saw the wavering tails of the first of the eels.

Neveah and I struck simultaneously, cleaving it apart with golden light and shadow magic. The monster contorted, its lower extremity ruined, and turned, instantly obliterated.

We knifed past it, cutting through the cloud of blood.

Imogen and Little Meow were alone on the far side. Imogen could handle herself, could cast levenbolts like -

Oh, shit.

Levenbolts at submerged foes while standing in the same water?

I let out a scream of panic, bubbles ripped from my mouth, and bolted forward, passing Neveah just as I saw thrashing bodies appear in the luminous murk ahead.

The urge to swipe Shard through the whole mass of it - to sever coils asunder with a flash of golden light - was almost overwhelming. But doing so would mean hitting my companions as well. Instead, I powered forward, lungs near bursting, and slammed into the rearmost snake like a lead-filled dumpster fired from the world’s largest Gauss rifle. 

The coils were heavy with muscle, slick with slime, and as I cut my way through it, I heard bones snap within. Distinct clicks and pops sounded as the snake was wrenched through the water by my velocity.

I flew up, bursting out of the water in an explosion of foam and blood, then immediately stared down, taking in the scene. Imogen and Little Meow were gone, dragged underwater, wrapped in coils; everything was obscured by crashing waves and rippling bodies.

I brought the Vam Mantra down like a knight slamming down his visor, immediately cutting myself off from panic and horror, and set to surgically dismembering the snakes. Slashing down with flashes of golden light, I separated them into writhing, bleeding chunks. 

Neveah leaped out of the water like a dolphin arching over a wave. Instead of diving back down, she skimmed forward over the thrashing combat, Morghothilim dipping down here, there, with almost untoward delicacy, wrecking ruin wherever she touched.

Seconds.

Seconds was all it took for us to slice and dice the three or four snakes into huge, quivering gobbets of flesh.

I didn’t wait. Diving down where I could feel Imogen screaming, plunging into that frigid water, I yanked her free of the loosening coils, wrenching her into the air. Her braids were half-dissolved, glasses gone, eyes glassy with shock. Blood was streaming from her shoulder - far too much of it, where no doubt a snake had clamped down with those horrific needle-teeth. 

“Imogen? Imogen!” I wanted to shake her, startle her back into lucidity, but restrained the impulse. Pulling the Vam back around me, I wore it now like a shroud, and in that moment of emotional stillness turned to see if Neveah had rescued the sole person who could help.

Little Meow lolled senselessly in Neveah’s arms, mask wrenched down and to the side. 

“We need to get them to Emma,” I said, voice strangely calm. “But they can’t take the deep breath necessary to reach the far side.”

“I’ll fetch her,” said Neveah, voice also eerily calm. She surged out of the water to lay Little Meow gently on the ridge of caramel stone that formed the river’s bank. With no hesitation, no other words, Neveah dove back into the water, zipping out of sight at an impossible speed, down the river toward Brielle and Emma.

I flew over to Little Meow and settled down, holding Imogen in my arms. How the fuck did one tourniquet a shoulder? I didn’t even have bandages, much less a cloak I could tear apart. 

No matter, I had to do something. I tore off my shirt, bunched it up, and pressed the sodden clump into the oozing mass of pulpy red flesh. 

Imogen let out a low moan, turning her head away as if caught up in a nightmare. 

Fuck, there’d be puncture wounds in the back of her shoulder, too. Was it enough to just apply pressure on the front? Was it a waste of time? 

Imogen’s left arm was badly twisted, clearly broken or dislocated. She was breathing in rapid, erratic pants. Her face was pale, growing paler, with purple smears appearing under her eyes. 

She looked so small, so vulnerable. I could barely believe it was the same Imogen I knew and loved.

“Come on,” I hissed, turning to glare at the river. “Come on!”

Nothing but the silence of the Flowstone Stairs. The waves and eddies calmed across the river’s surface, making the carnage Neveah and I had wrought even more evident as clarity returned.

“Stay with me,” I said, cupping Imogen’s cheek. It was clammy.

Little Meow lay like a discarded doll, and for a moment I thought she wasn’t breathing. Her chest barely rose and fell. They’d been constricted. How badly were their bones broken? Internal bleeding? 

I maintained pressure on Imogen’s shoulder, feeling my heart pounding, pounding, pounding; all I could do was will with brutal intensity that Imogen would not die. I stared at her with utter ferocity, pounding her with my thoughts, willing her to continue breathing, to not go into blood-loss induced shock.

The water behind me erupted explosively, Neveah bursting forth to fly right at me, Emma in her arms. 

“Here!” I cried, moving aside. “Quickly!”

Emma was gasping for breath, sucking in deep lungfuls of air, but she nodded jerkily and dropped beside Imogen, hands going to her shoulder, pale skin immediately turning red as she pressed into the bloody clothing.

“Talk to me,” I ordered.

“Not good, not good.” Emma closed her eyes, forced her breathing to slow. “A lot of damage. Inside. Things feel loose, slippery, not right.”

I bit back further questions, allowing Emma to work. Moving over instead to Little Meow, I lifted her so she rested on my lap, then hesitated. Should I remove her mask while she was hurt? Or would that be a profound transgression?

I opted to leave it on. 

“Careful,” said Neveah. “You could make her injuries worse.”

I froze. Had lifting her onto my lap been a bad move? 

It was too late now.

Imogen let out a cry; something weird and disturbing happened to her pelvic cradle, which shifted under her skirt, clicking and moving back into place. 

“Fuck,” hissed Emma, eyes tightly screwed shut. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

I couldn’t think, couldn’t breathe. Imogen couldn’t die here. Not like this. Not so close to Malkuth. It just didn’t make sense. Didn’t feel right. 

“Internal bleeding is stopped,” whispered Emma, hunching her shoulders, leaning into the healing. “Now I’m moving bones… her ribs were crushed… lung punctured…”

Little Meow’s breathing was growing erratic - little hitches that lasted too long, only to unlock and become a shallow gasp which became another hitch, then held. 

We were losing her.

Tears burned my eyes. 

Neveah stood to one side, Morghothilim held at the ready, face an impassive mask. I hated her then - her complete control, her iron will. I wanted to see something in those dark eyes, some hint of my fear, my terror at losing Imogen and Little Meow.

“There,” said Emma, sagging back onto her heels, hands falling away. “She’s… she’s safe. She’ll live. But I need to see to -”

She turned to Little Meow, placing her hands on her chest, and grimaced. “Fuck,” she whispered, and ducked her chin, hunching her shoulders and setting to work once more.

I had to do something to help her. But what? I had absolutely no healing power of my own.

“She’s even worse off,” said Emma. “So much damage, so much wrong…”

“Can you heal her?” asked Neveah, voice clinical.

“I…”

“Can you heal her?”

“I’m trying.” Emma bit her lip so hard I saw blood spread across the seam of her lips. “But I used too much on Imogen.”

I had to do something. I closed my eyes, dropped into a cross-legged position, and flew into my reservoir. 

I didn’t know what I was doing, but allowed instinct and desperate need to guide me. Down the golden filament I flew, to the burning cord extended to Emma’s aperture. 

I willed it to open, and so dire was my command that the door irised open immediately. 

For a moment I hung there, uncertain, then grabbed a fistful of the golden filament and dragged it with me, along the burning radial cord, right to Emma’s aperture, and into her sanctum. 

It felt like pulling a tendon clear of bones. Strange and unnatural and wrong, but fuck wrong, I wasn’t going to let Little Meow die because Emma lacked a little juice.

Emma hovered in the center of her sphere, face contorted in effort, and I could sense how little magic she had left, how quickly she’d run dry. 

Heaving the filament along, I flew to her side, and with a grunt, I looped the filament over her head. I dropped it, allowing its resistance to draw it tight about Emma’s floating body.

Then I put my hand to the golden thread and willed it to life.

The interior of Emma’s sanctum blazed as if a touch had been dropped into an ocean of gasoline. Aureate fire blazed from the filament, setting Emma’s spirit body aflame, spreading out to form a corona that burned like St. Elmo’s fire all over her.

Emma’s eyes snapped open wide, sightless, and she cried out.

I opened my own eyes, delirious, nauseated by vertigo, and saw golden fire burst from Emma’s hands where they lay across Little Meow’s body. The flames rose a foot in height, and the whole world was bleached of color in comparison to that brilliance.

Emma screamed, the sound someone might make when the rollercoaster finally tips over the ride’s apex and begins its long, hurtling descent into hell. 

“What did you do?” demanded Neveah, voice cutting through the shrill cry.

“I don’t know!”

But it was too late to undo it - the fire sank deep into Little Meow, becoming little more than a glimmer that outlined Emma’s fingers, then Little Meow sat up with a gasp as if coming back from the dead. Her body was lined with light, hands flying to her throat, shoulders heaving, and Emma collapsed senseless to the ground.

“I - what - I -” was all Little Meow could manage. I saw her blink, taking in the scene, but not comprehending any of it.

I dove back into my reservoir, flying into Emma’s sanctum, and saw her still burning, that golden light immolating her, the filament cutting through the very fabric of her spirit. I seized it with both hands and yanked it free, released, and the filament whipped out of her sanctum.

The golden fire immediately went out. Emma’s spirit sagged, returning to its former shape, the incision made by the filament fleshing out once more. 

Emma, I thought at her. Emma, you with me?

I took her in my arms, held her tight, and stared with desperation into her face. What had I done? 

A soft light began to fill the sanctum, soft like candlelight, and I opened my eyes to see Little Meow with both hands on Emma’s shoulders.

Healing her in turn.

“What happened?” I demanded. “What’s going on?”

“I don’t know,” Little Meow said grimly, clearly focusing on her magic. “Leave me be.”

I dove back into my reservoir, into the spirit world, then into Emma’s sanctum anew. I saw the warm glow playing over Emma’s slumbering form like the living lines of the aurora borealis, making Emma more beautiful than I’d ever seen, beatifying her. I saw in Emma’s face a slumbering strength, a nobility of purpose, that I’d never seen before. 

I hovered there, feeling helpless all over again, hesitant, unsure of what I’d done, what I could now do. 

But one thing was certain: through Emma, I’d saved Little Meow. 

At what cost?

A hand on my shoulder brought me back to the real world. Neveah.

“I’m going back to Brielle,” she said. “We can’t leave her alone for long.”

“Oh. Right. Yeah. Good thinking.”

Neveah twisted her sodden mass of hair into an impromptu rope, tossed it behind her shoulder, and dove back into the water.

She was simply indefatigable. 

I sat in silence, moving Imogen’s slumbering form into my lap much as I’d just held Little Meow. I watched as the other healed Emma, waiting, keeping silent.

A minute or so later Neveah returned with Brielle, both moving to the bank and there crouching to watch in silence. 

Brielle, for once, asked no questions, simply staring with deep, rivetted concern. Even a glance was enough for me to see the love in Brielle’s eyes. She took Emma’s hand and squeezed it tight. 

“Come back to us,” she whispered, and said nothing more.

Little Meow worked for a short while longer - perhaps five or so minutes - before sitting back with a sigh. “There. I’ve done what I can.”

“What’s wrong with her?” asked Brielle immediately.

“Nothing that I can tell, and yet, everything.” She immediately raised a hand to forestall our questioning. “She’s suffered no wounds, but she feels akin to a burned-out lightbulb. I tried to just restore the parameters through which her magic flows. If you imagine them as the banks of a river, they were nearly washed away completely by her act of healing. I tried to restore them to the original formation.”

“I poured too much power into her,” I whispered. “I looped the golden filament within my reservoir around her spirit body and willed the Source to help her.”

“And it did,” said Neveah. “She brought you back from death.”

Little Meow nodded numbly. “I don’t remember much, but a sense of being yanked back, hauled up into the light at a tremendous speed, given no choice in the matter whatsoever.” She sounded awed, almost reverent.

“So, what do we do now?” asked Brielle.

“We wait,” said Little Meow. “I’ll tend to her. And if we’re lucky, she’ll awaken.”

“And Imogen?” I asked.

“Let me see.” Little Meow scooted over, placing a hand on Imogen’s brow. She frowned, a slender vertical line appearing between her brows, then exhaled softly. “She’d hurt, but she’ll awaken soon. I’d finish healing her, but I want to save my power for Emma.”

“All right,” I said, reluctant to accept her limitations. 

We spent the next few hours waiting. I rescued Imogen’s glasses from the bottom of the river. Brielle set her blade to burning began drying her belongings before it, though we’d soon have to dive back into the river. Imogen and Emma both slept on, and after a while I forced myself to meditate, to bond with Muladhara and cleanse my magic, restoring my reserves.

It was impossible to tell the passage of time in those depths. Occasionally a droplet of water would fall from the tip of a stalactite, sending ripples across the river’s glassine surface, ripples which ran up against the floating segments of murdered snakes. Other than that, silence. 

Perhaps three hours passed, perhaps five. Time lost all meaning, stretching out strangely, and it took all my mental fortitude to simply meditate, to focus, and not start pacing or checking on Emma every few minutes.

They both awakened at roughly the same time. Emma muttered and rolled onto her side, drawing Brielle immediately over, just as Imogen sat up, hand going to her shoulder with a wince. 

“Hey,” I said, not knowing which to go to first. Relief spread through me like the bright rays of a sunrise. “Thank god.”

“My shoulder,” said Imogen. “Feels like a giant snake near bit my arm off.”

“Good guess,” said Neveah with a wry smile.

“Emma?” Brielle helped her sit up. “You with us?”

“I… yes.” Emma pressed her hand to her brow, winced. “Bad headache though. Feels like I drank two bottles of cheap vodka last night.”

“Better that than dead,” said Brielle, then her breath caught, and she pulled the other girl into a tight hug.

I handed Imogen her spectacles. “Other than the shoulder, how do you feel?”

“Rough.” She stood up, picking her sodden dress away from her body. “But I’ve been worse. Good to go.”

It was my turn to pull someone into an embrace, but I did so carefully. Imogen squeezed me hard, and whispered, “Thanks for coming back for me.”

“You kidding?” I said, pulling away with a warm smile. “I’m still kicking myself for not trying to take everyone in one go.”

“Wouldn’t have worked,” said Neveah, voice matter of fact. “Too much drag in the water.”

“Emma?” I turned to her. “How are you feeling? Other than hungover? Ready to go on?”

“If you need more time, just say so,” said Brielle.

“No, I feel… I don’t know. Fine? Otherwise? Actually, the headache’s kinda going away even as we speak.”

“That’s good.” The understatement of the year. “I think Neveah and I cleared out all the remaining snakes, which means the way there should be clear. Let’s keep moving.”

In truth, our loss of momentum had me worried. We’d originally burned bright with purpose, but the lost hours and near-catastrophic losses had blunted my sense of focus. I felt irresolute, worried. If we were taking such a beating already, how would we handle the Nithing-Lord?

“Let’s mix it up this time,” said Brielle. “Emma and I go first. Or last. Either way.”

“I’m telling you, I’m fine,” said Emma. 

“No, change is good,” I said. “Let’s get to the far side already. For safety’s sake, Imogen and Little Meow, wait out of the water, yeah?”

“No problem there,” said Imogen.

I embraced Emma, and she linked her arms around my neck. “Glad you came back,” I said softly to her as I lifted off the ground.

“You couldn’t keep me away with a stick,” she said, something of her old humor back in her voice.

Together we hyperventilated for about a minute, then I gave Neveah a nod. Together the four of us dove under and flew through the tunnel once more, speeding through the glowing green water, past the snake corpses, and back out into the dome cavern. 

No new snakes were present; we rose into the air, waiting for Neveah to give us the all-clear, then I lowered Brielle and Emma to what looked like the safest ledge. 

“Be right back,” I said, and dove back under.

Suffused with Manipura’s power, it was easy to hold my breath; the two of us sped along underwater, emerging moments later back where Imogen and Little Meow awaited us. 

We repeated the process, moving quickly, every second away from Emma and Brielle feeling like a lifetime; then dove back under, Imogen’s arms around my neck. 

Rushing through the water, we emerged with a gasp into the cavern once more. 

Emma and Brielle were holding each other tight, and as I rose into the air they pulled apart. I realized that they’d been kissing - not a light peck on the lips, but a deep, searching kiss, mouths open wide. I felt heat rush through me, a sense of awkwardness at having interrupted, which was only compounded by Emma’s flush.

“Teenagers,” said Imogen in the drollest of voices, and Emma laughed nervously, which cause Little Meow to chuckle, and like that the tension was broken. 

“The river continues,” said Neveah, setting Little Meow down. “This isn’t our stop.”

“No Black Obelisk in sight,” agreed Imogen. “So back into the water we go.”

I studied the far side of the cavern where the Starmilk flowed on. “At least we can go back to wading. Odds that there’s another snake nest up ahead?”

“I’d say low,” said Imogen. “They’re large predators. This many would have to cover a lot of territory to feed. I’d warrant we’ve dealt with them for now.”

“Still keep our guards up,” said Neveah, walking back down into the bloody water. 

“Right, yes,” said Imogen hurriedly. “Of course.”

We followed her into the Starmilk and saw its slow current had taken most of the gore already downstream a ways. We waded through the blood, Emma and Brielle staying close together, and back into a tight tunnel, its ceiling bedecked with thousands of stalactites once more.

We stopped every hundred or so yards for Neveah and Imogen to check what lay ahead, and after what felt like several hours of sloshing and occasionally swimming over deep stretches, Neveah raised a hand.

“The river flows into a large cavern up ahead,” she whispered. “Continues, but I’m sensing something strange which must be the obelisk.”

“Strange how?” asked Imogen. “I can almost sense that far, but…”

“It’s drinking in my magic,” replied Neveah, voice still pitched to a whisper. “Like a sinkhole for power. I’m sensing it more by the void it's leaving than by detecting an actual object.”

“Anything else?” whispered Brielle.

“Movement. I think there are people on the banks. The void is making it hard to pick up on any details, though.”

“Maybe if we move closer,” I said. “Get a better read?”

“Sure,” said Neveah. “But we’d best douse our lights and move quietly. We’ll want to surprise whomever we’re coming upon.”

“You think you could scout ahead?” I asked.

“I could.” Neveah considered, then gave a curt nod. “In fact, wait here, I’ll be right back.”

“Don’t,” I said. “I’ll wait for you in my reservoir. When you’re ready, dip in and tell me what you see. The less movement the better.”

“Very well,” said Neveah, and drew Morghothilim. “Wait for me there.”

So saying, she moved forward silently, into the shadows, soon lost to the dark.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this Black Obelisk,” said Imogen pensively. “If it’s drawing in magic like that, odds are that it’s related to Hexenmagic.”

“You think it’ll be a danger to Neveah?” I asked.

“I don’t know. Possibly?”

“Black Obelisk,” said Emma with a shudder. “Sounds like something straight out of Lovecraft.”

“Lovecraft?” asked Brielle.

“I’ll tell you later.”

But their words had raised my concerns. I almost pitched my voice to carry, to summon Neveah back. But she was already gone. So instead, I closed my eyes, sinking into my reservoir.

I awaited Neveah’s appearance there, with news of what this Black Obelisk had in store.

 

Chapter 19

 

 

 

I floated within my reservoir, cross-legged, seeking to portray the calm I didn’t feel. Each moment that passed without Neveah’s appearance caused my concern to mount, and I didn’t have the patience to engage the Vam; I wanted to feel, to grapple with my worry, to stoke the flames of anger until they simmered, ready to be unleashed.

My magic levels were high. Meditating during Emma and Imogen’s brief convalescence had helped me regain what I’d spent; gazing at the ambient glow around me, clarified and enhanced by my practice, I couldn’t help but compare my current strength to where I’d started. Once, back in Ghogiel, tapping Manipura for flight would drain me dry within moments; hurling a few levenbolts would leave me gasping.

Now?

Now, at times, I’d forget I even had limitations. Now I could dig deep and push past the point of collapse, harnessing my will to scrape the bottom of the barrel when necessary - at cost, but in doing so, help us wrestle past just one more challenge. One more attempt to destroy us.

When we got Valeria back, when we finally managed to light up all our threads, when I brought our group into complete unity, who knew how much power would flow into my sanctum? What we’d then be capable of?

I could hear my pulse pounding slowly and steadily in my ears, counting off the seconds as I awaited Neveah. Step by step we were getting closer. There was a sense of inevitability to our reaching the Nithing-Lord. No matter what lay before us, we’d crush the opposition and step over broken and mangled bodies until we reached Valeria, rescued her, exposed the Morathi lies, and stepped through the Fulcrum into Malkuth.

To face Lilith at long, long last.

I waited, wondering at what point I should awaken and lead the others after Neveah when her aperture slammed open. For the briefest of seconds, she was there, eyes open wide in alarm, arm reaching out toward me.

Noah, it’s an ambush -

Then she was gone, torn back into the living world.

I opened my eyes, tapping Manipura as I did so, not thinking, not reacting, riding the crest of my adrenaline spike. 

“Come,” was all I said, and my tone said it all.

Shard pressed to my leg, I leaped forth, Manipura roaring to life within my core, so that I left the others behind and sped inches above the emerald waters, going so fast I left a wake behind me. I soared around that final corner toward where I could now hear the distant sounds of combat.

No thought, no fear, no planning, no doubt.

For Neveah to look panicked?

It had to be bad, which meant I had to get there.

Around the curve, I skimmed the water, engaging the First Prism as I went, tapping the ocean of power within me and cycling it back into Muladhara, refining it further, bringing it to an impossible point of purity. 

The Second Prism split my magic, braiding it into streams that I fed with painful precision into my sanskaras. I tapered all of it, controlling it with brutal care through the Priyam Mantra, all my power suspended in a state of potential, ready to be unleashed at the slightest need. 

Om nashta vahkaya prim, I thought to myself, om nashta vahkaya priyam, motherfuckers.

I came roaring around the curve, a broad beach of caramel sand coming into view, its expanse crowded with combatants who had seemingly leaped out of hexagonal holes dug deep into the earth. The cavern opened here, becoming cathedral-esque, and perhaps a dozen yards up from the water’s edge rose the Black Obelisk.

Even my razor-sharp focus was distracted by the sheer weight of its presence. There was no other way to put it. I felt its power like direct pressure upon my soul, intense and malevolent, magnetic, and raw. The obelisk was a vast menhir of volcanic rock, its geometric planes pitted as if it had been attacked by acid in the past. It was as massive around as the greatest redwood trees back home, rising to challenge the stalactites that hung down all around it. 

So black was it that the edges seemed to gradate toward a noxious green. I could swear I saw cold vapor boiling off its surface, infusing the air with an ozone tang, filling my mouth with a metallic taste as if I’d just licked a battery.

On the beach, Neveah was murdering everyone that came close, but she wasn’t up against a bunch of chumps, either - these had to be the Luminous Legion. All of them were clad in heavy plate armor, encased in black steel from head to toe which glowed a purplish-blue along the edges, a blue that left smears in the air behind them like afterimages. They were encased in tight wards - no ostentatious spheres, but rather form-clinging layers of purple inches from their armor. They carried heavy battle-axes, massive two-handed blades, dire flails, the kinds of weapons that could mow down a dozen lesser-armored opponents with a single swing. 

Though Neveah was clad in only her traveling outfit, she was beyond their abilities. Morghothilim gave her the reach to slice them apart before they could close, her form spinning, blade never resting - but why wasn’t she flying up, leaving that trap?

I realized why just before I closed. A magical net of glowing purple strands had been thrown over her ward, keeping her grounded. 

Well, time to introduce these fuckers to the Tenth Savior.

I rose, leaving a crater which rushed to fill itself in the emerald river, and sped along the bank, unleashing a levenbolt that crackled and leaped from foe to foe. The bolt was as thick as my leg, blindly radiant and precisely powered. Its far end branched into a dozen scythes of white fire, and these I dragged over ward after ward, shredding and tearing their protective magics apart.

“The Savior!” bellowed one, huge and clad in armor so reinforced each plate had to be an inch thick. His helm sported bull horns a foot long each, and he raised a battle-ax, its head the size of a cartwheel. “Destroy him!”

“Noah!” Neveah’s cry pierced the din of battle. “In the water!”

Her warning came too late. The Starmilk exploded as what looked like a legion of the monstrous eels flew up at me. 

These weren’t the mindless creatures we’d killed before, but human-headed versions, arms emerging from torsos that bled into their vast tails. Hairless, eyes alien, mouths distending and unhinging to reveal vast fanged maws, they flew at me, forms burning with black fire.

I cut off my levenbolt, brought up my ward of peerless platinum, and turned to face straight down, one arm wide as I pointed Shard down at the rising mass.

Time slowed, seeming to stop. I could see the black pearls of poison on their fangs, pupils that were vertical slits, the flex of great coils as they flew up, powered by magic, the fistfuls of black fire they were about to unleash at me.

Then I closed my eyes and sank into my reservoir. 

Call me slow, but I get there eventually.

I grasped hold of the golden filament, opened my soul to the Source, and channeled.

Shard blew out a column of gold light as broad as a school bus. I felt it come charging through me like a train barreling down the tracks, setting the rails to singing, the roar so loud I couldn’t even form thoughts.

Opening my eyes, I directed that vast beam in a swathe across the rising nagas. I saw their forms turn to shadowed silhouettes within its brilliance, those shadows disintegrating further till they disappeared altogether. 

I swept the vast column across the mass of them, a simple flexion of the wrist, and like that, the thirty or so rising foes were annihilated, removed from play.

The huge beam was already fading, the influx of power waning as I no longer grasped the golden filament. Gasping for breath, face drenched in sweat from the effort of channeling so much magic, I turned to the shore and saw that all combat had come to a standstill. 

The Luminous Legion was simply staring up at me, even Neveah paused to witness my display of raw power. 

The charred remnants of the nagas fell back to the Starmilk like black snow. 

Neveah was the first to come back to her senses. She sliced upward, not having to parry attacks for the first time, I wagered, since arriving, and severed the trap apart. As the purple strands fell apart, she blew through them, flying up, turning so she accelerated backward, eyes locked on her foes.

They weren’t done with us.

Not by any measure. 

“Legion!” bellowed their bull-horned leader, voice stertorous and echoing off the walls. “To the air!”

The hundred or so foes that crowded the shores manifested wings of black fire, wings of burning feathers that extended yards in each direction. As one they rose, not even needing to leap, not pretending that the wings were real; rising with weapons readied, helms glimmering, wards popping back into place, coming at us like a horde of massively armored locusts.

“No shortcuts,” said Neveah, who’d reached my side. “Time for old fashioned butchery.”

I extended my hand to her. “With you by my side? We’ll be done in minutes.”

She grinned despite herself, glancing sidelong at me, then clasped my hand, her grip as strong as iron. “Let’s get to work, Savior.”

We dove down at them. I screamed as I fell upon the first rank, Shard swiping out an arc of golden light, Neveah just off to my side. 

But these weren’t push-overs. Their wards absorbed my first attack, some wards flickering out of existence, but none of the front line died. I hit them in a charge, and where my arc of golden light had failed, my actual blade finished the job.

For the first time in what seemed like eons, I engaged in sword fighting. I parried, raised my guard, deflected attacks from my flanks, kept moving, severing weapons at their hafts, spearing my sword point through chests. Shard’s edge cut steel like cloth; I only burst upward to avoid being crushed.

The enemy followed.

Their weapons were fearsome but their very size was a handicap; I could see each battle-ax coming from a mile away, could duck under vast sweeps of two-handers. The flails were harder to deal with - a parry meant the chain wrapping around my blade, or the spiked ball simply curving around Shard to nearly take off my head.

I desperately ducked a couple before changing my tactics - against a flail, I either cut the ball itself in half or chopped at the chain, severing it altogether.

But there were too many of them. I was ringed in glowing plate armor, the luminous edges combined with the wards making it hard to tell exactly how many were about me, to predict their attacks. Shard was a levenbolt itself, flickering all around me. It seemed to leap with that very intelligence and speed that had helped me defeat the Gray Mongrel that had nearly killed me, way, way back on Earth, when I’d first picked up the blade and sealed my fate and that of the universe.

But it wasn’t enough. I was being forced to fight defensively, turning and ducking, trying to burst free but hampered at every turn. A line of fire opened down my calf where a low-flying opponent got a hit in, then something hit the back of my head with enough force to stave in a steel drum. 

My ward disappeared, crushed out of existence, but I refused to give in to panic, to allow the ringing in my head to disrupt me. 

All creation in a drop of water. I didn’t speak the words. They were peals of thunder coming from my very soul. All creation before me.

It was time for an old trick. I tapped Muladhara, but instead of hurling out a levenbolt, I raised a cage of searing lightning, a great sphere of death that I pushed out in the same manner I might my ward. 

My hair went rigid as static electricity coursed through me, but the web of lightning expanded, cindering wards, coursing through plate armor, causing a dozen of the Legion to suddenly spasm and shake as they lost all control of their limbs.

I dropped the electric cage, and they dropped in turn, plummeting down to crash in explosive gouts of water into the Starmilk. 

But more flew forth to take their place.

I raised my ward, head still ringing, heart pounding in my chest, not allowing panic to close a fist about my neck, not allowing myself to doubt, to fear. 

“Excuse me?” I heard the shout come from down below. A voice, tight with outrage. “Excuse me? Down here, everybody.”

My heart leaped. I knew only one person who could be so furious and polite at once. I glanced down through the thicket of heavy weaponry and armored foes and saw Imogen. She’d just rounded the last of the curve, and her eyes were living pools of white fire, her braids whipping about her head, her clothing fluttering in an invisible wind. 

So incongruous was her request, so angry and authoritative her voice, that many of the Legion did just that - pausing, hesitating, and glancing down at her.

Only for her to unleash hell.

From her upraised, gloved hands erupted a score of levenbolts, more than I’d ever seen, so many that she disappeared behind their blinding radiance. 

The lightning bolts flew up faster than thought, leaping from foe to foe, shattering wards, causing enemies to contort and scream. Each levenbolt lingered for but a moment on a Luminous Legionnaire, caressing them, curling about them, then leaped to the next, killing each in turn.

There had to be twenty, thirty of those bolts.

The group immediately reassessed their tactics. I could fell the rush of tension pass through the ranks assembled around me, and fully half their number turned to fall upon Imogen.

I roared and charged after them, breaking through the enemy that ringed me. I cut one legionnaire fully in half as I flew by, trying to chase after the thirty or so foes who were descending upon her, overlapping their wards as they closed, huge wings of black fire outstretched.

But Imogen didn’t give ground. In the face of certain death, she opened her mouth and screamed, and goosebumps rushed across my whole body, the amperage of power doubling in output. The glowing waters of the Starmilk retreated from around her, repulsed by her might. She stood on the gleaming riverbed, surrounded by a wall of water two yards high, water that whipped and circled her in a frenzy, unable to crash in. 

At that moment, with thirty lethal foes descending upon her, facing the greatest foot soldiers of the enemy, Imogen rose off that gleaming caramel riverbed, black shoes lifting, skirt endlessly rippling around her as she took flight.

I wanted to scream in savage joy as she flew toward them, feeling the roar of her new sanskara resonating through me, knowing that within her core Manipura had just come to life, spinning its rays of bronze fire, powering her up to meet the foe. 

Up she flew, arms spread wide, scream defiant and exultant, and the number of levenbolts surging out of her doubled.

I was knocked back by the sheer force of her attack, knocked tumbling through the air as the world beneath me went white. 

In that cataclysm, I could barely make out the thirty legionnaires, their shadowed shapes - could barely hear their thin, attenuated screams.

Then they were gone. 

Half-blinded by the light show, Shard held before me, I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my vision. I saw Imogen falling back toward the water which rushed in to fill the declivity she’d created - unconscious or dead, she plummeted back into the Starmilk. The other thirty warriors fell about her, crashing into the surging river, causing the waters to steam with their superheated armor. 

“Imogen!” I screamed.

But I had time for nothing more. There were still some twenty or thirty of the warriors left. Neveah was a flitting shadow, leaving crimson mist in her wake, but ten or so remained to fight me, and with roars of their own they converged on where I flew.

Reflex. Reaction. The Vam allowed me to read attacks before they came. I moved with mechanical precision. This stab needed to be deflected, that one could be ignored. Twist around this blow, cut off this head, roll up this man’s arm, cutting his friend in twain in the process. Press your palm to this helm, unleash a levenbolt.

Neveah was fighting the bull-horned leader. Though I saw their battle in glimpses, it was clear the man was a paragon of martial skill. He wielded his huge ax with terrible speed, and it took blow after blow from Morghothilim without even being scratched. 

I’d have managed to withstand his attacks for but moments before being destroyed, but Neveah was fighting on another level altogether.

No matter. The Vam encased me, soothing me, keeping me calm and collected. Parry. Cut through this ax haft. Front kick this fucker in the chest, caving in his cuirass. Parry this stab, and extend the parry into a slash that took off a head.

The combat was a series of flashes, an array of frozen moments that replaced each other, snapshots that together stitched seconds of brutal violence. Blood spattered against my ward, time and again, along with heavy-handed blows which dented, cracked, and nearly broke through - but never did.

My heart was full of my love for my companions, their love for me. My need to reach Valeria, to make her safe. 

Nothing would stop me. While I might not be hot shit, I needed to get through this for their sake - to justify their love in me, to be there for them.

That need made my ward nigh impenetrable.

A lunge neared, which I parried, twisted, rolled about, and flicked away, the huge blade flying out of the legionnaire’s gauntlet just before I stabbed him through the heart. 

His black wings flickered out of existence and he plummeted into the river below.

I turned, gasping for breath, seeking out another enemy.

There weren’t any.

Neveah had slain her bull-horned foe at some cost - her left arm hung by her side, sleeved in blood. 

Below, Imogen was cradled in Brielle’s arms, Little Meow muttering as she pressed a hand to her brow.

“That it?” I asked, breathless, turning to Neveah. “We done?”

“No,” said Neveah, turning toward the obelisk. “There’s one more.”

Following the direction of her gaze, I saw a hunched man emerge from behind the Black Obelisk. His spine was badly twisted, so he stood nearly doubled over, forced to lean on an equally twisted staff. A cowl was pulled forward so I could catch but an impression of his scabrous features - a long nose, an equally long chin, all of it covered in shifting tattoos.

“Hexenmagus,” I said, thwipping Shard down to the side so the last of the blood flew from its edge.

“Indeed, Savior!” The man’s voice was rich with amusement, like a ringmaster who’d taken great pride in his latest act. “And at your service! You have fought well, I’ll give you that, but alas, your trials are just beginning.”

Neveah raised her palm and unleashed a bolt of black fire. It sped at the magus, who waved his staff, causing a green crystal embedded at its top to flare and suck the magical fire into its depths. 

“Now, now, it’s rude to interrupt a monologue. How else to express the many thoughts I’ve had percolating in my heart all this time?”

“Flank him,” I said, flying down and wide, Neveah heading in the opposite direction.

The hunched man seemed to sigh, and I saw him shake his head in what looked like disappointment. “Nobody respects the proper way of doing things any longer,” I heard him mutter, and then he brought his staff down hard upon the rock.

A ward leaped into being, the same green hue as the crystal in his staff, and it was a large one - easily ten yards in diameter, centered on him, its far edge overlapping the Obelisk. 

Black fire began to corrupt his ward, pouring forth like ink dropped into water, consuming his green fire and turning it jet-black.

Neveah and I timed our assault perfectly. We came in at each end, Shard and Morghothilim flying down to strike at his ward. 

It was like striking steel.

Shard rebounded with bone-jarring force, and a second later, I slammed into the ward myself.

The impact nearly knocked me senseless.

I crashed to the ground, Manipura stuttering out, and lay on my back, able to do little more than prop myself up on my elbows.

Neveah, I saw to my incredulity, had fared little better.

“I was about to warn you,” said the magus, tone recriminating. “And save you the indignity. But your kind never listens. I suppose that’s a precondition to stupidity - refusing to listen, to myself or Lilith both - but what can you do? Regardless. The time has come for your instruction.”

Neveah hadn’t hit the ground, holding onto Manipura, and took another swing with Morghothilim. The huge blade screeched across the black ward, drawing a shower of crimson sparks, but got no farther.

“That’s an impressive blade,” observed the magus, turning toward her. “A demon, is it? And a powerful one, too. But my dear, no blade can hew through the Black Obelisk itself.”

I climbed to my feet, heaving for breath. I couldn’t deny I was grateful for a moment to gather myself, to check in with my magic reserves. “The Obelisk sucks in magic,” I said. “It doesn’t give anything forth.”

“Oh, and now you’re an expert?” The magus pushed back his cowl, and I saw he was bald, his features distended, as if someone had grasped the front of his face and pulled it forth, reshaping his skull to give him the appearance of some great beaked bird. His eyes were embedded more to the sides like a goat, mouth a thin slit. “You’re wrong. The Obelisk is a sinkhole, yes, but that’s when it’s passive. A Hexenmagus of adequate power can shift it into a state of dynamism and tap the reserves it's been accumulating for centuries.”

His thin lips twisted into a horrific smile, and the tattoos that covered his head swarmed into a configuration that resembled a flayed skull. “And I have more than adequate power.”

My other companions had reached the shore and emerged from the water, dragging Imogen with them. I shot them a nervous glance, raising a hand so that they stayed back. Lifting Shard, I pressed its point to the black ward, and pushed.

I sensed… something. A complex resistance - not a perfect resistance, but rather something woven, a fabric so dense I couldn’t find a point of weakness. I leaned into Shard, trying to muscle it through, willing the wicked point to dig in - but there wasn’t any give. 

“You’ve done well,” said the magus. “I’m suitably impressed. But alas, you have strayed out of your depth, Savior. You no longer contend with children or callow fools like the guardians of Ghogiel or Tagimron. You now face Lilith’s elite. And it's time you learned exactly what that means.”

Neveah had drawn back from the black ward and hovered with her eyes closed. I’d no idea what she was doing, but trusted it was of utility. But what could I do? My gaze followed the scope of the obelisk, traveled up its massive, pitted frame, and I couldn’t help but feel a deepening sense of dread. What could this Hexenmagus do with so much power at his disposal?

Brielle stood over the fallen Imogen, her burning blade in hand. “Whatever it is you’re set on doing, get it over with. Your monologuing is as pathetic as anything else we’ve heard thus far.”

The Hexenmagus’ distorted face settled into a grimace. “Why is it always the most beautiful ones who think they can boss the world around? A prejudice instilled in them from a lifetime of being worshipped, I assume. No matter. Time to set matters straight. Let us begin with a demonstration of my power.”

I closed my eyes, sinking into my reservoir. Doing this repeatedly was beginning to take a toll on me - I felt frayed, worn out - but I grasped the golden filament again, took a deep breath, and drank deep of the Source’s power.

Then unleashed it in a concentrated blast right at the black ward.

I held onto the filament for as long as I could, but it was like being underwater - the need to release, to cease channeling, became rapidly overwhelming, and with a gasp, I let go.

When I opened my eyes, it was to see with dismay that a series of glowing concentric circles were already fading to black across the ward before me.

I’d failed to do more than register the location of my attack.

“Foolish boy,” snapped the Hexenmagus, though he seemed pleased. “Don’t you understand anything? The obelisk will eagerly drink whatever force you attack me with, then recycle it for my usage. Already the scope of that attack is reinforcing the very ward you sought to destroy. What do they teach Saviors, these days?”

I gritted my teeth. I wanted to throw back a cutting rejoinder, but nothing adequate came to mind.

“Now,” said the Hexenmagus, raising his bony arms, thick sleeves falling back to around his elbows. “Let the show begin.”

Black fire poured forth from the obelisk to sink into his staff, which caused the green gem there to glow with an eerie, awful light. Looking at it turned my stomach and filled my mouth with sour spit, so I turned away, realizing just what he was doing. 

The corpses of the Luminous Legion were stirring.

Along the shore where Neveah had cut them down, they were slowly climbing to their feet. Not rising as living beings might, but rising as if pulled up by invisible strings, their heads lolling on their necks, their shoulders slumped. 

Many bent down to pick up their weapons. 

They weren’t, I realized, being brought to life. Their wounds didn’t heal over. But they were rising all the same. 

From the Starmilk, scores of the legion began to emerge, levitating out of the emerald waters. Blackened, charred, some missing limbs, they arose, weapons in hand.

Over a hundred of them.

“Fuck me,” I whispered, rippling my fingers anxiously along Shard’s hilt.

“Of course, mere targets for your fury would be of little interest,” said the Hexenmagus. “Let us give them a little spice, shall we?”

Black fires erupted from their eyes, filling their ocular cavities within their helms, running along the length of their weapons. 

“Balefire,” said the Hexenmagus in a conversational tone. “It will cut through most wards quite easily. As for what it will do to flesh - well. It’s not pretty, my friends. Not pretty at all.”

Neveah came flying around the ward toward me. For a second, I thought she meant to simply fight by my side, but her expression was intent. 

“Noah. There is a way through the ward. I’ve analyzed it with Sahaswara, but only you can do it.”

“Better tell me quickly, then. Emma! Brielle! Get over here!” I needn’t have shouted. The others were hurrying to join us, the balefire warriors rapidly hemming them in from all sides.

“The obelisk is connected to the crystal web. The same which channels energy from Bastion and Kether to the rest of the universe. By entering the web, you can find a way back to the obelisk, and destroy it from within.”

“Hmm?” The Hexenmagus had been listening carefully. “That sounds unlikely.”

The crystal web, the conduits through which incalculable power flowed from Kether to the universe, the very same which Lilith had blocked in Ghogiel - and in blocking brought about that sphere’s slow dissolution, the fall of ash, the quenching of all life. As the last of the magic flowed through the very ends of the web, reaching all the way to Malkuth, more destruction and death would follow in its wake.

The web here might still have some power left in it, unlike Ghogiel, but it would be fading rapidly, almost gone. 

Would that make it easier to traverse? Harder? I’d no idea.

A memory came to me - battling Grausch high in the mountains in Ghogiel, seeking to wrest the crystal he was trying to suborn from his control, and nearly frying my mind in the process.

Emma and the others reached us. A green ward flew into being, overlapped a moment later by one of crimson. I raised my platinum ward, and Neveah hers, so each was concentrically contained by the other. 

“Meet me in your reservoir,” said Neveah. “I’ll guide you into the crystal web as best I can, and then will return here to help the others.”

“Uh - Noah?” Emma had backed right into me, arms crossed over her chest as she hugged herself tightly. “Please hurry?”

One glance was all it took. The black burning legion was nearly upon us. 

There was no time for words. I closed my eyes, sank into my reservoir, and there saw with a shock how low my magical reserves had become. Only perhaps a quarter of my reservoir was still full. 

No time for that.

Neveah emerged from her sanctum, spirit glowing in its idealized form and flew to my side. 

Now press your hand to the black ward, she said. I’ll guide you into it.

I wanted to ask how she knew this, how she could be so sure. But there wasn’t time, and in the end, I trusted her completely, so I did as I was bid.

Not opening my eyes, I took a step forward, and pressed my palm to that burning mass of protective energy.

Neveah’s eyes blazed with light, and a dozen revolving circles of white light, along whose length revolved runes of power, burst into being about her head. 

I felt a terrible sense of vertigo as the ward began to suck me into itself, as if I was moments from toppling over the side of the world’s tallest building and falling into an abyss. A gravitational pull which I fought instinctively but was helpless against. 

The Black Obelisk was about to drain me to a husk. 

The magic in my reservoir immediately began to froth and churn, spiraling toward the point of contact with the ward, and I knew, intuited deep within my soul, that once my magic was gone, my life force would inexorably follow.

But Neveah was there, her glowing hand closing over my wrist.

Just like diving into the manifold, she said, voice calm and rich with confidence. Come with me.

Then my reservoir was gone - the golden filament, the churning magic. Instead, she and I were flying above a huge web, a vast eternity of burning black fabric whose very weft and weave were plain to the eye. It was impeccably knitted together, but wasn’t a smooth surface. 

The Black Obelisk’s ward. 

It was alive, in some utterly ineffable way, a living construct through whose fabric flowed power. As Neveah clasped my hand and pulled me toward it, my mind tried to understand what it was beholding and failed.

The ward, the web, the fabric before us was at once sucking the very energy of the world into its core, yet was itself a projection of power. On some level, it was akin to the vortex that might form over a drain hole, but a vortex which was multiplied a thousand times over, extending out into the world to destroy it. 

My mind wasn’t up to the task, so I quit trying to figure out what exactly I was witnessing and instead observed with increasing terror that we were diving right down into it.

Calm down, said Neveah. I will guide you.

I wanted to laugh hysterically. I knew that black web of potent magic was draining me dry even as we flew down. That I was already in contact with it, my palm pressed against the ward, but that now my mind was about to batter itself against the ward’s very substance. 

As we drew closer, we seemed to shrink - or perhaps the weft of the ward was that massive? The interlaced strands became ever more pronounced, and it was into one such interstice that Neveah guided me.

My mind was rebelling, failing over and over again to translate what I was experiencing into intelligible terms. My metaphors were failing me, my attempts to impose understanding about this magical phenomenon lost. 

This was no blanket, no web, no mesh, or ward. It was the very underpinnings of a magical artifact, the guts of the Black Obelisk. While the manifold had presented us with a user interface, the Black Obelisk was never meant to be approached this way.

We were diving down into the magic itself.

We hit at a thousand miles an hour, and Neveah executed at that precise moment some manner of mental jiu-jitsu that protected our spirits from being destroyed. White light flared around us protectively - not a ward precisely, but a sort of Sahaswara-based energetic sleeve. We entered the ward, sucked in like gravity pulling us down a near-vertical waterpark slide. 

A million miles away, I felt my physical body retch and vomit.

Stay with me, said Neveah, still impossibly calm - as if she were leading me by the hand through a crowded living room, and not diving down at blinding speeds through a construct designed to tear the very substance of our souls apart. 

Down we flew, my mind trying vainly to ascribe visual patterns to what I was seeing. The best it could do was a black tunnel composed of funhouse mirrors, all inscribed with glowing runes that were somehow both inside my mind as well as outside it.

My body was still vomiting, or trying to. 

I placed my faith in Neveah, in the white light that surrounded us both, in the powers and understanding that Sahaswara granted her, the final and greatest of the sanskaras, and simply held on.

We punched out into some vast space, emerging from that vertical, death-defying waterpark slide into an endless void without stars or points of navigation. But the darkness seethed with energy, compressed magical power that had accumulated over time, that was, even now, being siphoned back out by a terrible will.

Were we inside the obelisk? Was I sensing the Hexenmagus’ control of its power? I couldn’t see any limits to the void around me. All sense of space and dimension was lost. I could have been a mote of dust lost in an empty galaxy, or simply trapped within a pitch-dark closet. 

But Neveah was still there by my side, face showing strain, the white glow around us fading, growing dimmer by the second.

I can’t stay here long, she said, and I heard pain in her voice. This reservoir connects with the crystal web. You need to pass into it, then return to the obelisk from outside its domain of power. 

What the fuck does that even mean? I cried out, trying to keep panic at bay.

Neveah rounded on me, took hold of my hands - I thought they were my hands? - with both of her own, staring me straight in the eye. Words cannot explain what must be done. Trust in the Source, Noah. You’ve been in the crystal web before. Return to it. Now.

Then she was gone, and with her, the last of that white, protective glow began to disappear completely. 

I hung in that hungry void, panic hammering at my mind, feeling myself still dry-heaving somewhere else, on another plane of existence. My every attempt to find the crystal web, to peer into that endless night and see some sign of it, sent my mind spinning into a frothing frenzy of nausea.

So I closed my eyes, and felt the last of Neveah’s protective light fade away.

Immediately the darkness began to consume me. 

It felt like being bathed in acid. 

I dug deep, ignoring the pain, and allowed my body or spirit or whatever the fuck it was to be consumed, focusing on my sole imperative: to get into the crystal web.

Distance made no sense here. Movement was beyond me. This wasn’t a place. I didn’t have to go from A to B. The very idea of a journey was false.

This was all metaphysical, which meant the crystal web wasn’t far away from me. It wasn’t close to me, either. Distance was irrelevant. 

It was just… there. Just beyond reach. All around me. 

I just had to enter it. 

Enter not by moving, but by willing. 

The pain was beyond belief. 

I thought back to Ghogiel. The sensation of being in the crystal web, that sense of being but a speck before the grandeur of the Source. The ability to perceive everything at once. The endless white flame that was power without limits. 

The channels and conduits through which the Source sent that spiritual power into the Tree of Life, and from there into the endless worlds of the universe.

Just beyond my reach, waiting for me. 

I burrowed deep into my core, my sense of self, and snatched a second’s reprieve from the pain. 

Then I pushed, willing myself to slip out of that seething darkness, and instead into that glorious light.

The world trembled about me, seeming to undulate and writhe - then the pain vanished, replaced by glory. 

A great arterial highway passed through Tantaghrast, a vast concourse that should have thrummed with the Source’s power. A leyline to power a world, larger than I could conceive yet at the same time but a capillary compared to the sheer output that should have been coming from Kether. 

Yet instead of diving into an ocean of fire, I saw the artery of the crystal web was relatively dull and lifeless, the power turgid, the light grown dim. 

Lilith’s strangling of Ghogiel was already taking a toll here in distant Tantaghrast. How long until this world died altogether?

 I hovered in that white fire, which, despite being greatly reduced, was still the very stuff of creation. I felt the layers of my spirit-stuff that the Black Obelisk had destroyed restoring. 

And oh, it was hard, impossibly hard to wrest my mind back from the sweep of that great highway, the pull of the Source. To not let myself be sublimated into that power, flowing away into the fabric of endless worlds, dissolving into that choir, absolved of the pains and preoccupations that came with being alive.

But I was no longer the youth who’d tangled with the crystal web back in Ghogiel. I’d grown since then, come into my own, and so it was with bitter resolve that I turned my back on that ceaseless glory, focusing my attention on the Black Obelisk.

This served, I realized, as the crystal web’s opposite; where the web allowed power to flow into the world, the obelisk drained it, pulling power back into itself, and ultimately the web. It was a battery, a reservoir that acted as an intermediary between a practitioner like the Hexenmagus and the might of the Source. A perversion, a blemish, an artificial trap for that deprived Tantaghrast of its quote of creative reality. 

I flew back toward it, leaving that vast artery behind me.

This time I came to it from a position of understanding, of power. I wasn’t contained by the obelisk, being attacked by it, but approached it from without. Thus I was able to see the leylines of power that flowed into it, the circuitry, the way it worked.

And I saw where the Hexenmagus was drawing power from the obelisk, where he was siphoning power from its vast reservoir.

Shard was in my hand, a fragment of golden glory. With fell intent, I flew to the vortex that the Hexenmagus was drawing from, and with a savage cry severed that bond in twain.

My eyes snapped open.

Hell was all around me.

A hundred legionnaires were battering at our crumbling wards, a wall of heavy plate armor and dismal weaponry. 

But at that moment they stilled, losing momentum, ceasing to attack.

The ward that surrounded the Hexenmagus went from black to green.

I lay on the floor, covered in vomit, but just then hurled myself with Manipura’s might right at the Hexenmagus, who was staring for that critical second at the obelisk, non-plussed.

I didn’t fly at him. I threw myself so I slammed toward him sideways, and with a scream slashed through his green ward, punching right through, Shard tearing a hole, and was upon him.

He turned his elongated face toward me with blank incomprehension, incomprehension that turned to something akin to surprise when I sliced the very last inch of Shard’s blade through his neck.

I hit the obelisk, bounced off it, and fell to the ground.

The Hexenmagus collapsed beside me a second later.

Around us, there was a great cacophony of metal as the legionnaires sank back into death once more.

I lay there, gasping for breath, feeling wrung out, as if I’d been doing my level best for the last hour to puke forth my lungs. 

My companions stood in a tight circle, stunned by the sudden change. Emma reacted first, racing after me, eyes wide with shock, to drop to her knees by my side and help me sit up.

“Noah! Was that you? It had to be you - what - I mean -”

“He did what had to be done,” said Neveah, sheathing Morghothilim over her shoulder, tone hard with satisfaction. “Noah rose to the occasion. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“That’s one way to put it,” said Brielle, allowing the flames that licked up her sword to flicker out. “But I think it would be fair to say that he saved our lives, the universe, the Source, and… am I missing anything?”

“Sums it up,” said Little Meow tiredly, sinking into a crouch, hands hanging between her knees.

I wiped the back of my wrist over my mouth, wincing. “I’m fine with Neveah’s version. But goddamn, that sucked.”

Neveah strode over to me and extended her hand. “You should be getting used to that by now.”

“Guess I am,” I said, taking her by the wrist. She clasped my own, hauling me to my feet. 

“But what happened?” asked Emma, tone almost plaintive. “I’ve never felt so lost.”

“I don’t really know,” I said. “I entered the crystal web, thanks to Neveah’s powers. And from within, I cut off the Hexenmagus’ ability to draw from the obelisk.”

“Which left him open to your attack,” said Brielle. “Guess he learned exactly what they’re teaching Saviors these days.”

“Imogen?” I resisted the urge to groan as I straightened.

“Out cold,” said Little Meow. “But alive. Whatever it was she did, she pushed herself too hard.”

“We’re all doing that,” I said. “Emma, now Imogen. I think she broke through to Manipura there at the end. How long till she awakens?”

“No idea.” Little Meow ran her long fingers through her black hair. “This is all a little, ah, outside my usual area of expertise.”

“Well, we can’t wait,” I said. I walked over, crouched next to where Imogen lay, and slipped my arms under her slender form. “Let’s keep going.”

“You need to rest,” said Emma. “We all do, don’t we? After a fight like that?”

“Nah,” I said, rising to my feet, Imogen cradled to my chest. “Touching the crystal web has refilled my reservoir like you wouldn’t believe. Plus, we must keep moving. If the Nithing-Lord locks in on us, he could force us to fight for every step from here on out.”

Brielle grabbed her pack, slinging it over her shoulder. “Doesn’t the ambush indicate he knew we were coming?” 

“Not necessarily,” said Neveah. “He could just be covering all points of access. He has the numbers.”

“So, we’d best press on before he notices he’s lost a hundred or so of his best troops,” I said. “We all ready?”

“Ready,” said Emma miserably, rising to her feet.

“You know it,” said Brielle with a fierce smile.

“Ready-ish,” said Little Meow, pushing herself up.

Neveah didn’t even answer, but instead took point, leading us away from the Starmilk, farther up the beach toward the back of the cavern where a large tunnel punched into the living rock.

“Fungal Cavern’s next,” said Brielle. “I must admit, it sounds delightful.”

“That word doesn’t mean what you think it means,” said Emma. 

“What, delightful?” Brielle looped an arm over her shoulders. “You may be right. But after Ghogiel, Tagimron, and now the best that Gharab’s shown us? I think it’s understandable if my definition has grown a little warped.”

“A little warped?” muttered Emma. “Great. Just great.”

Neveah was a shadow ahead of us, her form growing translucent as she wove shadow magic about herself. I hitched Imogen a little higher upon my chest, glancing down at her pallid face. 

She was breathing, outwardly unhurt. 

But I couldn’t help but pray that she awoke soon. 

The next minute would have been nice.

We entered the tunnel, Neveah ghosting ahead, the others drawing their weapons. For a while we proceeded single file, our footsteps echoing about us, the air growing ever moister. 

No thoughts ran through my mind. No fears, no more doubts, no attempts to guess at what was coming. 

Instead, I simply walked forward in a state that was both open-minded and ready to kill the shit out of anything that came our way. Though my reservoir was filled to the brim, I felt weirdly worn out; I’d channeled the golden filament too many times in too short a span of time, pushing myself to the brink too often over the past twenty-four hours. Something within me was worn thin. 

But fuck it, there was no time to worry about that.

The tunnel opened into another massive cavern. This one was intimidatingly big, big enough for a small village to be nestled in amidst the mushrooms that grew as tall as skyscrapers throughout its length. Big enough that the distant roof was shrouded in the shadow, the far end lost to sight.

“Oh, wow,” whispered Emma. “This is…”

“Perfect for hiding a lot of bad guys?” asked Brielle.

“Amazing,” said Emma. 

And it was. The walls peeled away from the tunnel mouth behind us, only gradually curving back around to encompass the huge mushrooms that formed their own veritable Redwood forest before us. Their stalks were fleshy and smooth, ranging from a sickly gray to a cadaverous beige, and from below, their caps were like vast sunshades, circular and gilled, each as large as a tennis court.

“Makes me a little dizzy,” said Little Meow, head craned back to take it all in.

“Anybody see anything else ahead?” asked Brielle. “Because I’m just seeing mushrooms.”

“I don’t sense any enemies,” said Neveah, then crouched and placed her hand on the floor, frowning. “Though something feels off.”

“Off?” I asked.

Neveah remained focused, eyes closed, then closed the hand that was pressed to the dirt into a fist. “There’s definitely trouble up ahead. I’m sensing nothing, but it’s a frozen image I’m being shown. A moment captured in time when the cavern was empty, an illusion.”

“Like a still frame?” asked Emma. 

“Sounds like it,” I said. “Another ambush.”

Brielle twirled her blade around once. “Best way through? Just go fast?”

“That will leave us open to being picked off,” said Neveah. “No. I’ll go scout. See if I can’t get more information.”

“And how well did that work last time?” asked Brielle. “No, thanks. I say we all go together. We’re in deep enough now that we shouldn’t take any risks.”

Neveah looked askance at me.

“I think Brielle’s right,” I said. “Let’s move forward together.”

“Very well,” said Neveah, drawing Morghothilim. “Though -”

A blast, a slurry of light, and Neveah was picked up off her feet, hurled against the rear of the cavern, hitting hard enough that I heard the breath knocked out of her. She bounced off the rock wall and collapsed to the ground. 

I dropped into a crouch, released Imogen, drew Shard, and raised my ward as I rose. Brielle was moving out wide, blade aflame, surrounded by crimson light. Neveah was trying to rise, bare hand clutching Morghothilim’s naked blade, using it as a crutch. 

The mushrooms grew right from the get-go, a smaller, knee-high variety that rose in height the deeper one got into the room, till the first colossus burst toward the ceiling thirty or so yards ahead of us. 

I scanned the open space. Nobody was there, no movement between the stalks. 

Neveah’s head snapped to the side, blood flying from between her lips as if someone had just kicked a field goal across her jaw. I heard her growl, but there was nothing there, just empty space.

No matter. I lunged toward her, slashing through the air where someone would have had to stand.

Nothing. 

Neveah flew up to her feet, blood running from her split lip. Her ward pulsed about her, a rich, wine-dark purple, but my attention was torn away when Little Meow let out a cry of pain, slammed to the ground as if a free-falling elevator had just hit her from above.

“Where?” I shouted, fury and desperation mounting.

Neveah dropped to a knee again, slamming a fist into the rocky ground. 

Emma positioned herself over Little Meow, emerald ward encompassing them both. 

“Here, but I can’t get a clear picture,” said Neveah. “All around us -”

Brielle’s ward began to darken, hundreds of circles flaring across its surface as if it were a pond being rained on. 

“Brielle!” I roared, running toward her, but I was too late.

Her ward shattered. A second later her blade was smashed from her grip, sent flying, the flames dying as it spun through the air. 

She looked at me, eyes wide in shock, and doubled up over a blow that smashed into her gut, lifting her a yard off the floor and flinging her a dozen yards across the mushroom-strewn ground. A broken passage was left through their thick matted growth.

“Brielle!” 

I saw her try to lever herself up, coughing out a mouthful of blood, then collapsing.

“Show yourself!” I screamed, turning in a circle. Neveah had risen to her feet, Morghothilim brandished before her. Emma crouched low over Little Meow, looking ready to be assaulted in turn.

Neveah’s ward started to flare; first a few hits, then a dozen, then hundreds. 

I stared, horrified, as it warped, the dark purple lighting up under the assault. Neveah cried out in fury, flying up into the air, fast as thought, climbing up the cavern wall, but the assaults didn’t abate. The attacks were coming so quickly I couldn’t even see her through the ward; then the cave wall behind her detonated, a thick cloud of dust and jagged rocks breaking forth in a roar.

No - the wall didn’t detonate. Her ward had gone down, and she’d been smashed into the raw rock with such force it exploded.

I stared, mouth open, as the dust faded away. A crater six yards wide now showed against the cavern wall, a hole nearly two yards deep.

There was no sign of Neveah. 

“Neveah!” Emma ran forth, abandoning Little Meow to race between the fallen boulders to where I saw Neveah lying. Her form was half-buried under rocks and dirt, Morghothilim having disappeared.

Holy shit.

I began running toward her as well, heart hammering, not wanting to think about what that meant, about what kind of force could hit Neveah so hard she’d fall and not get up.

Just before Emma could reach her, the air flashed, and a man appeared in her way. He was massive but perfectly proportioned, muscular in the way of a Mr. Universe. His chest was broad, waist narrow, everything defined, and his face aggressively handsome. His grin was half-white shark, half-lecherous leer, his hair a luxurious brown mane that fell about his boulder-like shoulders, chin shaved but already the color iron from stubble. A golden band flashed about his brow, and he wore a leather vest edged with gray fur. 

There was no weapon in those massive hands. 

Emma let out a scream and skidded to a stop, crashing back onto her ass as the stranger loomed over her, grin all sadistic amusement.

“Hey!” I slashed Shard at him, sending an arc of golden light flying at his head. A band of crimson light appeared between us, perfectly matching my attack, blocking it neatly.

Fuck. Advanced ward.

Emma skittered back, eyes wide. 

I had to get his attention, had to distract him. So I hurled a levenbolt his way, thick as my waist, channeling up a huge torrent of power from Muladhara.

The lightning bolt split the air and flew at him, only to be met by more of his crimson ward. His mastery was such that crimson blossomed wherever my levenbolt leaped, wherever the thinner tendrils plunged at him. A dozen spots, each expertly blocked, absolutely nothing getting through.

It was my turn to skid to a stop.

The man turned to look at me sidelong, wolfish grin subsiding into a sneer, his brows lowering over his burning golden eyes.

“I’m disappointed,” rumbled the stranger, voice deep and cavernous. He turned to square up with me. “The last Savior, and this is the best you can do?”

I glanced at Brielle. She was out. Little Meow lay still. Neveah was barely visible under the rubble.

“Still, there is glory in delivering the universe to Lilith,” continued the man, “even if you’re unequal to the moment. I must admit, however, that I’m disappointed.”

“Who the fuck are you?” I managed, at a loss for cutting quips.

His eyes narrowed in annoyance. “You’ve not heard of me. Cute.” 

“Sorry,” I said. “We’ve been mowing down so many bad guys that it’s hard to keep track. You important or something?”

“Am I important?” He canted his head to one side as if trying to understand my temerity better by looking at me from another angle. “You could ask one of my four million subjects. Ask the Nithing-Lord, who summoned me first to this shit-hole realm. Ask Lilith, who sent me forth to conquer Gomaliel in her name.” His smile grew wicked. “Which I did. Which I delivered to her over the countless bodies of those who thought to oppose me. Ask most anyone across the universe or Tree of Death if they’ve heard of Emperor Asmodeus, and I dare say they’ll shit their pants.”

“Gomaliel,” I said, trying to buy time. “That the sphere of eternal fucking?”

He laughed, a sharp bark. “It’s eternally fucked, if that’s what you mean. Now that I’ve made it my playground.”

I shook out my left arm, lifting Shard back up so its point was aimed at his face. “Emperor Asmodeus. But you know, for all you’ve done, it sounds like you’re still being ordered around like some minor servant.”

His eyes narrowed once more. “Ordered? No. This opportunity was offered to me, and I took it, thinking I’d find some sport. I was warned about this one here” - he kicked Neveah in the side - “but even she was easy prey.”

I tightened my fingers about Shard’s hilt. “You’ll regret that.”

“No, I won’t.” He began to march toward me. “Because nobody here is powerful enough to stop me. Not her, not you, not all of you together.”

I held my ground, but holy shit, his stride toward me, all six-foot-seven and doubtlessly weighing over three hundred pounds of pure muscle, was damn intimidating. I wanted to back up, to delay the inevitable.

“I’m going to take you apart, little man,” he said, golden eyes gleaming. “No weapons. Just my bare hands. I’m going to break you down to your constituent parts, then turn my attention to your companions. To your pretty, pretty companions.”

I brought up my ward, slammed down the Vam, and engaged the First Prism to refine the potency of my magic further. 

Even so, ready as I was, the Vam allowing me to read his movements, his intentions with supernatural foresight, I wasn’t ready.

He blurred.

There was no other way to put it. 

One moment he was striding toward me, the next he was gone, Manipura maybe helping him go so fast. 

Only to appear to my left, looming right over me, slamming his fist into my ward. 

It cracked beneath the blow, the impact causing my boots to slide back several feet across the dirt floor.

My reaction was instantaneous. I began to bring Shard around, an upward stroke, its edge glimmering with fell power, but before I could, he was gone.

Then appeared on my far side to hammer another blow home.

My ward warped, distending under the force of the attack.

I shifted my weight, arrested my attack, and reversed Shard so that instead of swinging it back around I could stab it back, slam it into Asmodeus’s chest - 

- but he was gone already.

I couldn’t keep up with him.

A third punch from behind me. A fourth, fifth, sixth in rapid succession. All within the first second, coming so fast I caught only snapshots of his looming over me, unable to track his movements.

My ward didn’t know which way to go, how to warp and deflect the energy behind the assault.

He was appearing at precisely the right place to strike my ward where it couldn’t compensate for the last attack.

He paralyzed it, building up the tension, overloading it with precise attacks that prevented it from recovering.

I couldn’t even pretend to be surprised when my ward shattered from the seventh blow.

I was not overpowered, but dismantled like he’d promised, undone through some application of physics and magic that I couldn’t even begin to comprehend.

My heart lurched, panic worming its way in despite the Vam.

All creation in a -

Then he was there, right before me, a wall of muscle and leather, grin nearly splitting his face in half, fist the size of a watermelon raised over me.

Shard was still reversed, ready to stab where he’d been five blows before.

I barely had time to bring my head around, to look up at him, before he brought his fist down.

Not at my head like I’d expected, but my left shoulder. 

The point where my clavicle, humerus, and scapula came together shattered. I felt ligaments tear free of bone, felt muscle rip, felt bone pulverize.

I’d never been hit with such controlled, localized power. 

Though my shoulder was immediately wrecked, the extent of the damage was limited to that precise location. 

I screamed, more with rage than pain, and willed a levenbolt to burst from my chest, not even bothering with an upraised palm.

There wasn’t time for that. 

The levenbolt was as broad as I was, pure white shot through with veins of gold, and it slammed right into his crimson ward. It appeared at an angle, deflecting my assault in precisely the way he’d prevented my ward from deflecting his.

The levenbolt bounced off his partial ward, and he stepped in from behind it, launching a sharp kick at the inside of my right knee.

The joint bent sideways. 

My fibula, tibia, and femur came apart, the ligaments that held them together snapping, my kneecap sliding free. My leg folded outward, the pain total, paralyzing, my leg bowing out to a right angle, absolutely ruined.

Somewhere, Emma was screaming.

I was still unleashing my levenbolt uselessly at his ward, a levenbolt that was tearing a chasm across the wall and doing nothing to stop Asmodeus.

He stepped back and away, allowing me to collapse to the ground. I caught myself with my right hand, Shard still gripped tight, and fell into an awkward, side lunge kind of crouch, my wrecked leg mangled beneath me.

“You’ve plenty of power,” said Asmodeus. “I’ll give you that. Then again, as a Savior, you’ve access to absurd reserves; the Source attempting to compensate for your lack of skill and talent through sheer power.”

My face was slick with sweat, my pulse deafening me, the agony sweeping through me in curdling waves from my pulverized knee and shoulder. 

“Stand up,” said Asmodeus, putting his hands on his hips. “You’re not that badly hurt. Come on, Savior. Stand up and take it like a man.”

I ground my teeth, tapped Manipura, and flew up into a blindingly fast spin, revolving around so quickly the cavern blurred, letting a scream tear free from my core as I brought Shard whipping around. 

At the same time, I opened Muladhara wide, golden light and electricity both lining Shard’s edge as it came screaming toward Asmodeus’s head. It was a blow such as I’d never launched, powered by Manipura’s strength and speed.

I gave it my all so I might steal a moment’s surprise, a moment’s advantage in which to defeat this monster.

Asmodeus didn’t try to get out of the way.

Instead, he brought both hands up and caught Shard, stopping it cold. 

It felt like swinging a steel baseball bat as hard as I could against a stone wall. The shock rippled through me, stirring my ruined shoulder into fresh hell. My teeth bit almost clean through my tongue. 

I hung there, elevated by Manipura, and stared in disbelief.

Shard, rippling with golden light and alive with a continuous levenbolt, had failed to cut through Asmodeus’s massive hands. 

They glowed with the crimson of his ward.

A ward so finely manipulated that it fit within the folds of his fingers and thumb like a taco shell - absolutely no more or less than was needed.

Beyond the light show that was Shard’s stymied attack, I saw Asmodeus grin.

“That’s more like it,” he said, then tore Shard clear from my grip.

I hurled the blade aside, and even as I righted myself, I tried to dive after it. He clapped both hands as hard as he could on either side of my head, cupping my ears and deafening me with the blow.

The world became strange. Darkness pressed in from all sides. The pain that lanced through my head was such that I thought my skull was crushed. Manipura kept me aloft, but now without any control; I began to spin, only to have something detonate in my chest. 

It felt like a bomb going off in another country.

Everything shifted, and I realized I’d slammed into the ground. 

I couldn’t even tell what was broken anymore.

But there was one thing I could hear.

Over the crackling, my harsh breathing, the pounding of my pulse, through the sheets of agony that danced over the landscape of my mind. 

One sound that gave me strength, that forced me to press my right palm to the dirt and strain myself, through sheer effort, to try and get up again.

Emma was screaming my name. 

 

Chapter 20

 

 

 

With extreme effort, my whole body shaking, I managed to raise my head, to push myself up onto my remaining good knee, my right hand planted in the cavern floor’s dirt. Asmodeus approached me slowly, nonchalantly, his expression betraying nothing more than weary contentment. 

Emma was crying out my name, the sound of her voice desolate.

“What I don’t understand,” said Asmodeus as he stopped before me, a ball of balefire beginning to coalesce within his palm, “is why you thought you ever had a chance. Why you thought someone so pitifully weak as yourself could stand against Lilith’s true elite.” He considered me, head cocked to one side, then shook it sadly. “Incredible. No matter. Time to end this charade.”

He raised his hand, balefire spinning quicker.

I gritted my teeth, trying to raise my ward. Something. 

Anything.

But the pain was too much. 

My heart arose within me, filled to bursting with denial, a complete and utter refusal to die here, to succumb to this monster’s contemptuous might. But the most I could do was raise my good hand and try to rise on my one good knee - then collapse onto my side. 

“Goodbye, Savior,” said Asmodeus. 

“No!” Emma’s cry rang out, but this time it was different - her voice was a whipcrack, layered with resonances that added depth and power I’d never heard before.

Asmodeus frowned, looking past me where Emma had climbed to her feet.

With great effort, I turned my head as well.

Emma’s eyes were burning with white fire. Her blonde hair was whipping about her as if she stood within the heart of her own private gale; arms outstretched, one hand clutching Victor’s blade, she lifted off the floor.

She rose, one knee raised, other leg extended straight, floating a yard, two yards off the cavern floor.

“What’s this?” sneered Asmodeus. “You going to beg for mercy?”

“No,” whispered Emma, and her whisper filled the cavern. “It won’t be me that begs.”

An explosion of power flew out from her in an expanding torus, a burning white ring of fire that flashed over my head, passed through Asmodeus, and set the vast mushrooms to swaying. 

Despite the pain, the despair, I felt something within my reservoir shift. I felt it both within me, as well as from without. 

Emma was transforming. 

Asmodeus narrowed his eyes as he sensed it, too.

Victor’s blade blazed to life. For the first time, I saw it manifest magical potential. Despite Emma’s every attempt, it had remained little more than a sword thus far, but now, at this moment, it lit up with a bluish-white light that matched Emma’s own corona, a light that speared up into the far reaches of the cavern, dispelling the darkness above us. 

“You’re going to pay for hurting him,” growled Emma, and there was such ferocity and passion in her voice that my pain became a distant thing, banished by my wonder and admiration and love. 

I heard Asmodeus snort, then he crossed his arms and muttered words of power. A dozen, a score, a hundred blasts of balefire flew from him to where Emma hovered, only to impact harmlessly against her now blue-white ward.

It didn’t bend before the assault; didn’t crack nor shatter. Each attack registered across its perfect surface, showed as expanding ripples where they impacted, but failed to penetrate like a storm shower fails to break through the surface of a lake.

Emma’s face had grown hard and cold in its perilous beauty, like a classical statue; her eyes blazed with white fire, mouth pressed into a hard and unmerciful line. For the first time, I saw her not as my best friend from back home, as the woman I’d always loved, but as a true warrior in her own right - someone who deserved to be part of our group as much as anyone else.

At that moment I saw her come into her true power, watched her manifest that potential that had always lain hidden beneath her doubt and humility.

Emma lowered Victor’s blade so it pointed directly where Asmodeus stood.

He vanished. 

Emma immediately swept Victor’s blade to the left and a pulse of coruscating light flashed from its tip, slamming into Asmodeus mid-sprint and lifting him off the ground. He was cupped by his crimson ward but hit with such force he flew a dozen yards, then crashed onto his side and slid through the loam, leaving a furrow in his wake.

“What the fuck?” he hissed, staring at the white fire which died away, his crimson ward fading with it. “Heavenfire?”

Emma didn’t respond. She flew forward like the personification of Justice, her hair still whipping about her head, whole being radiating power. 

Asmodeus snarled, flipped up onto his feet, and disappeared once more.

Emma whipped her sword to the right, blasting another bolt of heavenfire, and caught Asmodeus again, knocking him out of his invisible state and smashing him to the ground. 

Again, his ward stopped the attack from reaching his skin, again he slid a dozen yards through the muck and filth. This time he climbed slowly to his feet, wiping dirt from his arms, furious, his movements now barely controlled. “Who the fuck are you?”

Emma continued to float toward him, Victor’s blade a glowing brand by her side. “Don’t you know?”

“Are you the real Savior?” Asmodeus pressed his palms together and drew them apart, seeming to pull a huge crimson blade from his right palm. It was a yard long, more a massive butcher’s blade than a sword, and crimson light dripped from its edge. 

“No. I’m not the Savior. I’m Emma Heaney of Ruddock, Ohio. Your time’s up, Emperor Asmodeus.”

His lips pulled back from his perfect teeth in a silent snarl. He crouched, huge blade at the ready, then launched himself at Emma, again moving faster than I could follow.

Emma pointed Victor’s sword directly at him, and unleashed a torrent of heavenfire, a veritable cavalcade of power that brought Asmodeus back into view a mere yard from her.

He parried with his crimson sword, but the attack carried such potency that his blade melted before the white light in seconds. Asmodeus screamed, bringing up his crimson ward, and for another few seconds he managed to stand there, arms crossed as he leaned into her attack. His crimson ward grew thicker and more concentrated by the moment until it flickered out and was gone.

His death was instantaneous. Emma’s beam of heavenfire washed over him, disintegrating his torso and head, removing them from existence. 

She cut off her attack, and in its wake, the cavern seemed hopelessly dark, plunged into shadow. I saw Asmodeus’s legs topple over, their tops cauterized. Then Emma was by my side, kneeling like some visiting angel, hair and clothing still whipped by some private hurricane, eyes yet burning with heavenfire.

“Emma…” I managed to croak, lost to wonder and amazement.

“Shh,” she whispered, and placed a hand on my brow.

White light flooded my mind, suffusing my wracked and torn body. It flowered through me, mending all that it touched; restoring my shoulder, the countless contusions and cuts, knitting together my knee, washing away the pain, healing me in moments.

It was unlike any healing I’d received before. Where Anahata would force my body to heal itself, bringing about a prickling, burning pain of its own, this simply soothed, easing my aches and washing away the agony.

In moments I was able to sit up, restored, energized, feeling as if I’d spent a weekend at a health spa instead of coming within an inch of dying. 

“Emma,” I said again, feeling awed, lost for words. “What is… how?”

“I… I can’t hold this for much longer,” she said, turning toward the others. “It’s too much, it’s slipping…”

I leaped to my feet, sliding an arm around her waist. “How can I - what can I do?”

“Before it leaves me, before I… one last pulse…”

She raised her hand, and from her fingertips flared a white light that washed over us all - over Neveah trapped under her rock, over Brielle curled up on her side, over Little Meow face-down in the dirt, Imogen where I’d dropped her by the cavern entrance.

Then Emma collapsed into my arms.

The white fire vanished from her eyes; the nimbus of pearlescent light disappeared from around her body. Victor’s blade slipped from her fingers, and I carefully lowered her to the ground, studying her face, heart in my throat, fearing the worst until I realized that she was still breathing. 

Movement sounded, with groans from the others. 

Little Meow levered herself upright, hand going to her mask, adjusting it. Brielle coughed, spat, and also sat up. 

I heard a grunt from Neveah, and the boulder which pinned her shattered as she blasted it apart with an explosion of black fire. 

“What… happened?” Brielle forced herself to rise, wiping blood from her chin with the back of her wrist. “Emma?”

“She’s all right,” I said, holding her close. “I think.”

Neveah flew up onto her feet, Morghothilim appearing from nowhere in her hand, all six feet of its wickedly curved length gleaming blackly. “Where is he?”

“Dead.” I motioned with a thumb to where a pair of legs lay in the loam. “If you mean Asmodeus. Emma took him out.”

Brielle hurried over, dropped to her knees beside me, then froze. “Emma took him out?”

I laughed weakly, feeling half-crazed. “You shoulda seen it. She took him down like she was some avenging angel.”

“But…” Brielle reached out to curl a lock from her face. “Her hair - it’s turned white.”

And I realized she was right. Emma’s curls had always been such a light blond that at times it had almost appeared silver, but now it was white - white like campfire ash, white like ivory and bone.

Neveah had stalked over to the twin legs, and with a cry of intense rage slashed her blade through one of them, severing it with surgical precision below the knee. This she followed up with a kick that sent the thigh bounding over the battered mushrooms. 

“You OK?” I asked, looking back to where she stood, knowing that nothing was, but not wanting to ignore her outburst either.

She took a deep breath, held it, closed her eyes. Exhaled slowly, then scowled. “I’m not used to being so… easily taken down.”

“It wasn’t easy,” I said, nodding up to the crater high in the cavern wall. “It took a blast that would have leveled a castle wall to bring you down.”

Neveah gazed up, her expression sobering, and then down at the jagged detritus that had near buried her. “Then how did Emma defeat him?”

“I don’t know,” I said, turning back to Emma in my lap. “But she tapped into something that made her seem invincible. He was…” I shook my head, trying to wrap my mind around Asmodeus’s power. “He was on another level. He moved faster than I could follow. Knew just how to collapse my ward. How to break me down with just his hands. I didn’t stand a chance. None of us did.”

Little Meow moved to stand behind Brielle, resting a slender hand on her shoulder. “I’ve heard of Asmodeus. The Dread Emperor, they call him. Called him. He took one of the betheliim as his bride, and it’s said where he marched an ocean of skulls followed in his wake.” She shuddered. “That was… I mean, if Emma just killed…?”

“She sure did.” I gently caressed her cheek. “She lit up with heavenfire and took him apart. Just like he was trying to do to me.”

Little Meow sank into a crouch beside Brielle. “Then perhaps that’s what gave her the power. Seeing you in such danger.”

I studied Emma’s face. So familiar, so strange. She’d grown, changed since we’d arrived in Bastion, and with her hair now chalk white, she seemed almost a stranger. A woman that had blossomed before my eyes without me really noticing. In sleep, her expression was one of dignity and strength. I felt my heart thrill at the thought that this was my Emma, the same girl I’d loved all those years back in Ruddock, the same wonderful, wry, brilliant, artistic, unstoppable Emma whom I’d longed for, and now found something so pure, so true, so amazing that the sight of my being hurt could propel her to new and heavenly heights.

Neveah sheathed Morghothilim behind her back, reached out her hand, and then closed it into a fist. “We’re alone. They must have thought Asmodeus sufficient to hold the cathedral.”

“They’d have been right, most days of the week,” I said. “But what are we to do now? Imogen and Emma are out for the count.”

“We have to press on,” said Brielle. “We’ve no choice.”

“How are you feeling?” I reached out to take her hand. She’d wiped most of the blood from her chin, but it was still smeared pink. 

“All right.” Seriously said, and I could tell she wasn’t trying to be brave. “I remember a lot of pain. But then… this cool, gentle healing, like being lowered into a pool filled with… love, I suppose. And the pain went away. I’m weak, but I’m capable of continuing.”

“As am I,” said Little Meow. “Weak, but ready to move on.”

“Emma was losing her grip on her power,” I said. “Right toward the very end. She healed you all at once before passing out.”

Little Meow sat back on her heels. “All of us? At once? That’s not possible.”

“Yeah, maybe, but she still did it.” I caressed Emma’s cheek once more. “I’ll believe it if you say it was a miracle. Sure seemed like one to me.”

“That’s beyond what Anahata can do,” said Little Meow quietly. “Or, well, what I’ve always understood to be… ah, never mind.” She adjusted her mask. “Who am I to say what’s possible or what’s not? Maybe it’s time I started learning from her.”

“Maybe. But first, we have to get to the chasm.” I elevated myself with Manipura, Emma still in my arms, and then lowered back down to my feet. “We’ll have to carry them for now. Unless you think you can wake her up, Little Meow?”

Little Meow put her hand on Emma’s brow, focused, and shook her head. “Same thing as Imogen. They’re in a state of shock from pushing themselves too hard. This isn’t a physical ailment I can cure. This is a question of the soul.”

“Right. Then we’ll move forward carefully and set them down when we need to.” I hitched Emma higher up my chest. “Neveah, can you take Imogen?”

“Yes.” She strode to where Imogen lay curled up on her side, and without effort lifted and draped her over a shoulder. “Ready.”

“Then let’s go.” I led the way through the forest of mushrooms, the air turning cool and silty beneath their caps, the ground thick with soft mud and moss. We lost sight of the cavern walls and ceiling, and for a time simply moved through an endless maze of stalks. Each was as thick as a man but stretching fifty, sixty yards above us to their distant, shadowy caps. 

No movement, no signs of life. Neveah was clearly focusing, her eyes narrowed, pausing occasionally to double-check but never giving us a warning. On we marched, Emma warm and still against my chest, Brielle and Little Meow in the center, Neveah taking point.

I tried not to be concerned about our loss of strength. Valeria, taken. Imogen and Emma, unconscious. Brielle and Little Meow, wounded and weak. Neveah seemed indomitable as ever, and I felt utterly restored by Emma’s miraculous healing, but still.

How were we supposed to go up against the Nithing-Lord when we were already so depleted?

The cathedral cavern narrowed at last, the walls pressing in on both sides, the mushrooms rapidly growing shorter so that it felt as if we emerged from the edge of a forest, and then there was the tunnel that led into the Wending Labyrinth.

We didn’t speak, didn’t pause, didn’t prevaricate. 

Simply followed Neveah as she led us into that dark, narrow tunnel, and quickly discovered why it was so named.

The way branched within twenty yards of entering. Neveah paused, hesitating for a moment, then chose the left passage. After another couple of minutes of marching, it split into three different tunnels. Again, Neveah hesitated, then picked the center path.

“How do you know where to go?” asked Brielle.

“Geomancy,” said Neveah, not even bothering to look back as she spoke. “Coupled with Sahaswara. A combination of deduction, educated guesses, and the ability to see several hundred yards ahead.”

Brielle could only shake her head.

With Neveah’s powers, we were able to cut a straight path through the labyrinth, always picking the correct route to lead us on. Occasionally we stepped into hidden tunnels that lay behind cunning screens of inch-thick rock, or taking counter-intuitive paths that seemed to double back, only to twist again and lead on in the direction we desired. 

I lost track of time. With Manipura gently burning through my body, Emma was no burden, but I could tell that Brielle was wearying. She pressed her left arm to her side, and the few times I caught sight of her face in profile, illuminated by her lantern, I saw a thick sheen of sweat across her brow.

After the third time she stumbled, I spoke up. “Let’s take a break. Ten minutes. Water, rest, and Little Meow, if you’re up to it, perhaps you could check on everyone, see how they’re doing?”

Brielle pressed her back against the wall and slid down into a crouch with a grateful sigh. Little Meow, picking up on my intent, moved to her side and sat with her, placing a hand on her shoulder and closing her eyes.

We waited in silence. Neveah lay Imogen on the ground and moved ahead a distance, her form fading into the shadows.

I was filled with resolve and energy, such that I didn’t want to rest; but for Brielle’s sake, I sat down as well, holding Emma in my lap. I waited, watching.

Brielle hissed as Little Meow expended some healing on her, then sat a little straighter. 

“I’m sorry I can’t do more,” said Little Meow. “I’m running low on reserves. And, ah, feel like I should save something for what lies ahead.”

“You have my thanks,” said Brielle imperiously. “I feel much better.”

“No need to lie,” said Little Meow with humor. “I just checked out your body, and I know how much you’re hurting. Whatever Asmodeus hit you with, it was nearly fatal. Emma pulled you back from the brink, but you have to be careful. Push yourself and you’ll collapse.”

Brielle bit back her retort and settled for a curt nod.

“Here, Little Meow, give us a moment?” I set Emma carefully on the ground and then moved over.

“Sure,” said Little Meow, moving to check on Imogen.

“I’m fine,” said Brielle, tone rich with annoyance.

“Nah,” I said. “None of us are. No need to pretend.” I sat back against the wall beside her, arms around my knees. “This whole situation is fucked. Like the pain we were supposed to feel across weeks of trekking the various realms Morgana had planned for us compressed into one day, you know?”

Brielle pursed her lips and frowned.

“So, none of us are fine. But we need to play this smart. You need to stay on your feet. Help where you can, when you can, but not put yourself in any more danger.”

“Right.” Her lips curled up at the corner. “Coming from you, that is the height of hypocrisy.”

“No kidding. But Imogen and Emma are already down. Valeria’s gone. It’s just you, Neveah, and myself now.”

“You discount Little Meow?”

“Not at all. But she’s not part of our inner group. As much as I care for her. She’s not represented in my reservoir, she’s not, ah, sanctified by the Source. One of us in that way.”

Brielle nodded reluctantly.

“I need you to play this smart.”

Brielle grimaced then seemed to relent, letting out a sigh. “I hate to say this, but I’m starting to understand how Valeria must have felt. Even with my fire attack and martial training, I’m being left behind. Especially now that Emma can… whatever it is she can do.”

I followed her gaze to where Emma lay, curled up and still.

“Remember your advice to Valeria,” I said softly. “You -”

“I don’t need to be lectured, Noah.” Her voice was tight, severely controlled. “I’m not some callow girl intent on proving herself to her beau. I understand my role and will play it accordingly. I’m simply saying I wish I could contribute more. Watching Neveah, watching you, I’m feeling more and more like dead weight.”

“You’re not.”

“Oh, trust me, I know I’m not. I’m just ready for my breakthrough. Imogen and Emma seem to have managed to elevate their powers. When they awaken, who knows what they’ll be capable of? So now it’s my turn. And I won’t be able to shatter my current limits by playing it smart and staying back.”

I wanted to argue, to tell her now wasn’t the time to take such risks but knew I couldn’t.

“For too long I’ve been coasting on my previous accomplishments,” said Brielle quietly. She drew her blade and lay it across her laps. “This was my grandmother’s blade. Did I ever tell you that? It was awarded to me at my goodbye ceremony. I was so honored. But now I see it as a crutch. I shouldn’t need it to cast my magic. I need to move beyond it. To connect with new sanskaras, to contribute more than just minor flame blasts.”

Again, I had nothing to say.

“So, thank you, Noah. I appreciate your concern -”

“Love.”

“Well - yes. Love. But I won’t hold back. When the time comes, I’ll do what I must, and if I succeed in breaking through to the next level of my powers, then excellent. And if not…”

“And if not?”

Brielle couldn’t only shrug. “Then I don’t.”

I reached out and took her hand in mine. Brought it to my lap. Her knuckles were raw, and dirt was ingrained into the whorls of her fingertips. But the calluses were there, that fierce strength. That sense of tenacity. 

I knew better than to argue with Brielle. If anything, arguing would just make her dig her heels in harder. I sighed and brought her palm to my lips.

“I understand.”

She pursed her lips as she watched me, and then her jaw trembled. 

I raised an eyebrow, prompting her wordlessly.

“It’s just that we’re so close. We’ve been through so much.” Her voice was rigid with control. “We’ve survived so much, and to be hurt, to be weak, just when we need to be strong… it galls me. These next few hours will determine the fate of the universe. We’ve the Nithing-Lord to confront, and then we pass into Malkuth. And who knows what horrors will await us there?”

“No idea,” I said softly.

“Those moments by the pool, the last time you made love to me.” Her voice dropped to a whisper, nearly inaudible. “They seem so far away.”

“Tell me about it.” I squeezed her slender hand again. “But I’m here. I’m with you.”

“I know.” She looked down, eyes searching an invisible vista that lay somewhere beyond this world. “And I just want to say…”

She trailed off.

I held her hand, waited.

She took a brisk breath and looked up to meet my eyes. “That I love you, Noah Kilmartin. No matter what comes, or whether I make it. That it’s been a singular honor to fight by your side, be one of your companions, and to have reached this far with you.”

“Hey,” I said, alarm rising within me. “You’re going to make it to Malkuth. We’re going all the way.”

“Perhaps.” Her smile was dark, private, bitter. “But if I don’t. I want you to know that. That I regret nothing. That these past few months have been the hardest and yet the best of my life. I’ve never felt so… myself. So free of my own past. My own demons. And that’s because of you. Your strength, your patience, your love, your support. The hell that we’ve been through has made me a better person. Where it could have broken me, I instead have been healed, and you were there every step of the way. I will never, ever forget that, Noah. I will love you always, with my heart and soul.”

Goosebumps rushed over my arms. “Stop. Brielle. This sounds like a goodbye.”

“It might be. I don’t know what awaits us in the Chasm. But I want you to never doubt us, or my desire to be here, with you, now.”

She leaned forward to kiss me, to press those perfect lips against my own. And for a brief second the world narrowed down to that contact, our lips joined together, a moment that was eternal while it lasted.

Then she pulled back, raked a curl of crimson hair from her face, and gave me a self-conscious smile. “Not that I doubt in the slightest that we shall crush every single obstacle that dares step into our way.”

I laughed huskily. “Right, right. Of course.”

“We ready?” Neveah had appeared at the farthest limits of Brielle’s lantern light. “Time to go.”

“Time to go,” I said, using a touch of Manipura to lift to my feet, then turning to give Brielle a hand. 

She rose sinuously, pressing her body against mine and squeezing me tightly before sheathing her blade and stepping on down the tunnel.

Neveah slung Imogen over one shoulder, and I took up Emma again. Holding her to my chest, I was struck again by how different she seemed, how ethereal, mysterious, yet dignified. The Emma I knew and loved, but also now something else. 

Unknown. 

Neveah led the way as before, and soon we returned to that interminable sequence of passages, forks, and hidden routes. 

My thoughts spun, whirling like dry leaves, and I found it hard to focus on the moment at hand. Instead, I found that Brielle’s words had set my mind on an erratic trajectory through the past. 

I found myself remembering the bus station back on Earth, pleading with Emma not to go to New York, her pained refusal. That moment when everything seemed to be swirling down the drain hole, a solitary life in Ruddock without her, working at my dad’s accountancy, a half-life deprived of color and meaning.

I thought of Brielle’s mockery the first time I’d met her. That acidic voice emerging from the crowd to mock me, to cut me down and highlight the humiliating fact that I’d wet myself during my first trial, driven to terror by near-death at the hands of those goblins. How she’d stood in her form-fitting leather armor, supercilious and disdainful, superior in every way.

Imogen in that vast and ruined library, wearing her slave’s collar, working at the behest of the librarians, sarcastic and subversive. How she’d thought me little more than an idiot at first, asking impossible questions, only to realize who I was and trying to help me in a manner that had changed… everything.

Neveah, chained in her dungeon, prisoner to the sadist Taniel, unbroken even after months of abuse and torture. Holding onto the kernel of hatred that kept her alive, unaware of the evil that lurked in her core, the pain and horror that hid in her past. 

And Valeria.

Valeria, who believed in me first, who had stood by my side and made my passing the first trial possible. Stoic, strong, resolute. Without whom I would never have made it out of Bastion. 

But in whose heart had been planted a seed of self-doubt, a history of self-loathing, a horror she’d hidden so well that nobody had been able to see it, not even herself. Not till Shalarra’s tarot cards had revealed her past and future, showing just how precarious her grip on reality was.

I looked on down the tunnel. She was out there, this very second. Mutilated, alone; no doubt being warped and twisted by the Morathi. 

I ground my teeth together. The thought drove me nearly crazy. I needed to get to her. I needed to explain what had happened. To dispel the lies that had been poured into her ear, to burn away the shadows with the strength of my love. 

Hold on, I thought, willing the words to cross space and time and reach her, wherever she was. Hold on, Valeria. We’re coming.

 

* * *

 

The Chasm was a terrible rent in the heart of this world. When we finally turned the last corner and saw it yawning before us, a primal part of me - somewhere deep within my lizard-brain - sought to recoil. 

It looked like some titan had taken the labyrinth with both hands and simply torn the rock apart, creating a Grand Canyon whose far side was lost to darkness.

Chasm didn’t do it justice. The Wights should have called it “The End of the World” because that’s what it looked like. Some medieval envisioning of the final rim of existence, beyond which was nothing but the void. 

Yet in the center of that ocean of darkness floated an island. No causeways connected the edge of the Chasm to its rocky shore - no bridges, no means of reaching it other than flight. Several hundred yards from where we stood, the sole star in the Chasm’s vast night sky, the lead-colored island floated.

Distance made its size deceiving, but I quickly realized just how large it was. A jagged circle some several hundred yards in diameter, rising steeply in the center to a perilous peak, whose summit was crowned with the ruins of an amphitheater. Every aspect of that building’s appearance spoke of great age, from the empty alcoves where statues might once have stood to the great tears in its curving walls. Here and there, spires still arose, hinting at what it might once have looked like; but now it was a hoary testament to time, to the inevitability of decay.

On some level I’d expected the last stretch to be defended by the endless legions I’d glimpsed in Gravehall, to have to fight inch by bloody inch to reach the Fulcrum. But the island appeared abandoned. Only lurid torches of purple fire affixed to that high coliseum’s outer walls hinted that anybody had once been there at all.

A cruel, cutting wind scythed along the Chasm, stirring our cloaks and hair. I hitched Emma higher up my chest and studied the length of the ledge onto which we’d stepped. It extended in both directions, in some places flaring out to a width of a dozen yards, in others narrowing to a perilous fingernail of rock along which we’d have to hug the cliff walls to traverse. 

And finally, I saw the enemy. Bands of them, scattered up and down the length of that ledge. Positioned, perhaps, outside other tunnel mouths, gathered in groups ranging from a dozen to scores.

Warriors from the various realms. Some in plate armor, others clad in desert robes; some sporting white furs and heavy cloaks, others near naked, their bodies scrawled with inky tattoos. 

All staring at us with hatred and fascination. 

“Why aren’t they attacking us?” asked Brielle, shifting her weight as she cast nervous glances up and down our side of the Chasm.

“They know it’s too late,” said Neveah, voice filled with certainty. “They cannot match us, cannot stop us. To attack would mean their certain death.”

“Fine with me,” said Little Meow.

“Or they’re waiting for some trap to spring,” said Brielle. “And to then rush in and finish the job.”

“Possible,” allowed Neveah, “but I don’t sense any immediate dangers where we stand.”

“They look scared,” I said, and felt the first prickling of wonder. “Perhaps they know whom we had to defeat to get here. Asmodeus. That Hexenmagus by the Black Obelisk.”

“Um, perhaps we should get moving before they work up the courage,” said Little Meow. “You know? Cross over to that island.”

“Agreed,” said Neveah. 

“That’s probably where the trap is,” said Brielle. “A trap called the Nithing-Lord. Maybe they’re all here to watch.”

“Front row seats,” I said. “Well, they’ll get a first-hand view of our victory. Neveah? Ready?”

“Always.” She lifted, Imogen still over one shoulder, and extended her other hand to Little Meow, who stepped onto her foot and held on tight.

“Here we go,” I whispered, more to myself than anyone else, and wrapped an arm around Brielle before lifting into the air as well.

A murmur went up and down the assembled ranks of distant foes, trailing behind us as we flew out over that vasty void. The wind was sharp, gusting and tearing at us, chilling me as it sank its frigid fingers into my flesh. I ignored the chill and focused on the distant coliseum, that ruined wreck where, no doubt, the Nithing-Lord and the Fulcrum awaited us.

We flew in silence. A weird gravitational pull sucked at me as I crossed over the Chasm, as if the sheer size of the drop below us was seeking to inhale us into the depths. But my reservoir was near full, my focus total; I cut through that cold expanse of emptiness until at last we flew over the edge of the island, and the pull abated.

I slowed my approach, wariness increasing as I scanned the barren rocks below for some sign of opposition. 

Nothing. Up close, I saw how the island was fragmenting, its shoreline deeply fissured. The ground was little more than extensive badlands, furrowed by gulley’s and rising to sharp ridges, a morass of barren rock riven by endless crevasses. Crossing it on foot would be hell.

Neveah pulled ahead of me, rising toward the coliseum, and I put on a little speed, closing the gap. 

If there wasn’t to be any defense on the perimeter, I’d not complain.

Up we flew, our small group silent, drawing ever closer to that ring of burning purple torches high up on the circular walls. Their flickering flames set shadows to dancing, their shapes fanciful and diabolic, at times seeming to cast horrific faces or forms across the rocky ground. 

The air was growing colder. Our breaths plumed out in clouds of condensation as we drew closer to those ancient walls, and what little warmth I’d retained after crossing the Chasm was stolen from me. I felt Brielle hug me closer, held Emma tighter to my chest, until at last we crested the high walls and were vouchsafed a vision of the interior.

Ruined stadium seating of badly eroded stone descended to a high retaining wall that encircled a pitted arena floor. Everything was dour and worn, battered and broken. Entire segments had collapsed into what might have once been an underground complex running beneath the coliseum itself.

Neveah stopped short, and I did the same, our attention fixed on the sole figure that floated a yard above the cracked arena floor. 

I got an immediate impression of stylized bone and funerary rags, broad ribbons of the deepest black wrapped around a tall and patrician frame. Bare gray-skinned arms emerged from the robes to cross over the chest in the manner of a corpse laid to rest. 

A corona of bone surrounded its head, emerging from its shoulders to sweep up about its face like twin horns. Their tips nearly touched at the apex, segmented in the manner of spinal columns, thick as my arms, and from their exterior curvature extended delicate protrusions, like ossified rays of the sun.

The whole of it was complex and delicate, imparting upon that still figure a dark majesty. The sight made me think of ancient paintings depicting saints whose sanctity was marked by golden discs. 

The creature below, however, was their dark opposite. I felt revulsion and horror upon seeing it, my skin crawling as a metallic tang filled my mouth. 

And its face. 

I couldn’t tell if it was a mask or the real visage of this being. Human, or inspired by humanity’s features, but smooth like porcelain; marked by clean incisions that ran in geometrical lines across its brow, connecting to the corners of its lips. Its eyes were pitch-black holes without depth, over whose lower lids ran ink in the manner of tears, staining its cheeks. 

Bony rays extended from its temples, cheeks, and down the sides of its neck, obscuring its ears altogether and giving it the air of a sepulchral ornament. It was at once classically beautiful and chilling in its dark inhumanity.

And by the Source, the power it radiated. 

Even from where Neveah and I hovered, high above the far wall, I could sense it. A pressure against my very soul. Cold, mineral, and oh, so dark. 

Its stillness made it all the more terrifying - how it hovered alone down on the arena floor, arms crossed, eyes dark, seemingly unaware of us. 

Waiting. 

“The Nithing-Lord,” said Neveah.

My mouth was bone-dry, my whole body shivering in reaction to the cold. “Not what I expected.”

“This creature exists on a different plane of power.” Neveah was studying the funereal figure below with narrowed eyes. “I don’t think we can defeat it in direct combat.”

“Not encouraging,” said Brielle. “Not what I wanted to hear. Like, at all.”

“We have to get past it,” I said. “If we all attack at once?”

Movement. 

A slender figure emerged from a dark archway embedded in the arena’s retaining wall, through which gladiators or the Source-knew-what might have stepped in ages past. 

I felt a dull pang of shock, like a gong being struck deep within my soul. 

Alusz Iphigenia.

Perilously young, undeniably attractive, her black hair hung past her shoulders without adornment, hair so utterly dark that it might have been a waterfall of ink. She wore the same black frock in which I’d first seen her, so many lifetimes ago, and on her brow, a black diadem glittered as if wrought from living oil. 

The Nithing-Lord didn’t react to her presence.

For the briefest moment I dared hope Alusz might be here to help us, hoped she had broken free of some prison, that she might help tilt the odds in our favor.

But no. She strode forward with preternatural confidence, unprepossessing, hands linked behind her back. She looked for all the world like an art student moving through a museum gallery.

We watched in silence as the Morathi queen walked across the pitted stone floor and came to a stop beside the Nithing-Lord. Alusz seemed all the younger and more vulnerable in contrast to that dread being, but she stood beside it without concern, gazing up at me, with what might have been the beginnings of a smile.

“Hello, Noah.” 

I lowered a few feet to the top of the coliseum wall and carefully set Emma down upon the broad stone blocks. Brielle stepped down to crouch beside her, and I flew forward a few yards, heart pounding, thoughts spinning against each other as realizations crashed into place. 

“You played me,” I said. 

She raised an elegant eyebrow, as if surprised that I’d object over so trifling or obvious a matter. “Yes, I suppose I did. I prefer to think of it as misdirection.”

Anger now, sparking to life in my gut and quickly growing in fury. “It was all an act. Morgana being in control. You’re being a victim.”

Alusz’s sole response was to purse her lips thoughtfully and nod.

“That night in your bedchamber. You… you helped me.” My rage was besieged by waves of confusion. “You didn’t want to… you found a way for us to strike against Lilith.”

“Oh, Noah.” Alusz’s expression took on a pitying, almost sorrowful air. “Did I though? You’re smarter than that. Think it through.”

She’d wanted to avoid having sex – had offered to lie to Morgana. To suffer the consequences. 

That had all been lies? 

She’d manipulated me the whole time?

To what end? I desperately replayed our encounter, how she’d explained after we’d fucked that she could help us strike against Morgana and Lilith in some small but important way. 

She had encouraged me to take Neveah home, to reconcile herself with her inner demon.

My blood ran cold. Had that been a trap? But the solution had worked. Neveah had mastered herself, had -

“For what it’s worth, I am sorry to have played you so perfectly,” said Alusz. “I didn’t lie when I said that in another world, another time, shorn of our responsibilities, I could envision us… getting along, Noah. But we are stuck in this world, and in this time. We are indeed both symbols of greater forces, with responsibilities to execute that cannot be shirked.”

“What did we do?” whispered Neveah, voice little more than a croak. “Noah, what did we do?”

“But here we are,” continued Alusz. “You have brought your fifth companion with you as I’d hoped. But perhaps most importantly, you weren’t there when your first companion needed you most. You weren’t there when I took her away. A fact, I may add, that has proven pivotal in the conversations I’ve had with her since.”

“Where is she?” I growled. Rage, frustration, self-disgust, hatred - all these emotions battered me, sought to drown my resolve in panic and horror. But I forced them aside, focused on what mattered most. “Where is Valeria?”

“Below.” Alusz glanced at her feet, as if able to peer through the rock. “With the Fulcrum itself. Awaiting you. Where I shall await you as well. If, of course, you can defeat the Nithing-Lord.”

She glanced up at that glory of black rags and segmented bone, at its porcelain mask and inhuman grace. 

“Let me amend that. If you can defeat the Nithing-Lord and Neveah, both.”

My blood ran cold. Neveah’s expression was stricken, beyond horror, the blood drained from her face. 

"Karesh vulgradim aktar melos,” said Alusz, her words distorting the very air with their foul potency. 

“No!” Neveah’s scream split the air. Dropping Little Meow and Imogen upon the wall, she threw herself into a dive, flying down as fast as thought toward where Alusz stood, hands yet linked behind her back.

I knew those words. She had heard them once before, back in Tagimron, within the manifold.

“Karesh vulgradim aktar variye.”

I knew I had to act, to strike at Alusz, to stop her from completing the summoning - the dread incantation that had been scarred into the very fabric of Neveah’s soul during that blasphemous rite that had broken her.

But I hovered there, frozen, overwhelmed. By Alusz’s betrayal, by how badly I’d misjudged, by the events that were unfolding before my eyes. 

Neveah fell upon Alusz like a levenbolt, Morghothilim trailing behind her, moving faster than I’d ever seen her. My heart lifted. She was going to reach the Morathi queen in time. There was no way Alusz was going to have time to say the final fragment.

Then the Nithing-Lord stirred.

It lifted its perfect, porcelain face, and though its eyes remained black, soulless pits devoid of expression, I sensed a vast and inchoate might come into focus. It was as if it had drawn its spirit from across distant expanses into this moment, this very second, and locked its attention at last on what was taking place.

A sphere of bone-white light sprang into being, pearlescent and perfect.

Neveah hit the sphere at full velocity, crashing into it like a bird of prey smashing into the side of a skyscraper. The impact was terrible, and she ricocheted off, Morghothilim falling from her hand.

“Karesh -” continued Alusz, beginning the very last phrase. 

I screamed, galvanized to life as if someone had jammed a live current into my flesh. Hurling myself down after Neveah, I swept arc after ineffective arc of golden light from Shard’s blade at that expanding ward. 

Neveah corrected her fall, caught herself mid-spin, and somehow managed to keep her wits about her, extending her hand.

Morghothilim appeared in her grasp, summoned from where it had spun out of sight. 

“- vulgradim -”

With a cry of absolute horror and negation, she swept her demon blade down upon that perfect ward, the blow double-handed, a concussive wave of power blasting out from the point of impact.

The ward trembled not at all.

I cried my fury as I flew down beside her and swung Shard at the same spot. I put my fury, my love, my devotion to Neveah, and my absolute refusal to allow this moment to continue, into that attack. 

Swinging with everything I had, I felt Shard jar off that bone-white ward as though I’d struck steel.

“ - nethantos.” Alusz finished the phrase, and with the utterance of those last dread syllables, Neveah jerked back as if struck.

“No,” I whispered, turning toward her, reaching out with my free hand. “We healed you. You overcame the demon. This can’t happen.”

“Oh, Noah,” I heard Alusz say from below. “Do you think I’d have really helped you negate such a wonderful weapon in Lilith’s arsenal?”

Neveah’s flew back, her body wracked by jerks and spasms. Her skin was darkening into a black, chitinous exterior, heavily ridged along the shoulders and the back of her arms. It lightened to a metallic crimson with a purple sheen where her leather armor was splitting open.

“One can make peace with a curse without curing it,” Alusz was saying. “Accepting one’s fate doesn’t mean you conquer it.”

Neveah arched her spine in agony, threw her head back, and screamed. With taloned fingers she tore away the rest of her clothing, shredding it easily, her wings bursting forth from her shoulders to flare out wide, black and skeletal, leathering and blotting out the coliseum behind her. 

“Did you really think that mortal love could overcome such a potent spell?” Alusz sounded genuinely intrigued. “That you could banish such a demon by ‘accepting’ it? Oh, Noah. This demon was chosen from Lilith’s legions for this purpose alone, and the beings that were gathered to cast that spell were Lilith’s most mighty servants. This moment has been in the making for decades. Nothing you could have done would have forestalled it. Nothing.”

As before, only Neveah’s face remained unchanged, an island of purity amid her warped and demonic flesh. Her frame once more assumed a combination of the feminine and alien; her breasts enhanced, hips widened, and all encased in smooth, mottled crimson and orange leather. Her ribs had become as pronounced as a starving woman’s; her legs recurved like a wolf’s; her hair thickened into fleshy ropes that hung down to her waist. 

“Goodbye, Noah,” said Alusz, turning to walk back to the dark portal that led below. “I’m taking Valeria back to Ur-Gharab and closing the Fulcrum down. I take comfort from the fact that this will be all over for you quickly.”

Brielle was yelling something, her burning blade in hand. Little Meow stood helplessly by her side, both of them far above and too removed to be of help.

Neveah stilled, her coral lips pulled into a frown, her eyes closed. She hovered before me in her dread form.

“Neveah?” I didn’t dare hope, could barely breathe. “That you in there?”

She opened her eyes. And my heart leaped, rejoicing. They were Neveah’s eyes still, dark and alive with pain. 

“I’m sorry, Noah,” she whispered. “I can’t… it’s too strong.”

“No,” I said, flying forward a few yards. “Fight it, Neveah. Fight it!”

Tears gathered in the corners of her eyes, flowed down her cheeks. 

“I’m sorry,” she said, voice cracked with sorrow. “I’m so sorry, Noah.”

I hung there, unable to breathe, to think, to react in any way.

She closed her eyes, and from her palm a black shard emerged, a slender blade that grew and grew. At last she curled her taloned fingers about Morghothilim’s hilt and lowered the blade so that it pointed at my chest. 

With a snap, her eyes opened, and they were as dark and soulless as those of the Nithing-Lord. 

I stared into their depths, seeking some hint of Neveah therein, some sign of her humanity, her indomitable will, her refusal to ever succumb.

Her coral-pink lips stretched into a wicked smile, and my heart faltered, my hope died.

There was nothing in her eyes but lust and hunger. 

Neveah was gone.

And I was left alone with her demon and the Nithing-Lord below me.

 

Chapter 21

 

 

 

Brielle was screaming from atop the wall, Little Meow clutching her arm., both of them too far away to be of help.

Fighting for calm, I backed away from Neveah, Shard held out low and to my side. Each second was precious. I knew just how fast Neveah could move in this form. The last time I’d fought her had been back on Tagimron, and I’d grown in power since then. But had I grown enough?

Could I fight her to a standstill? Survive, even just her first onslaught?

I doubted it. 

Especially if the Nithing-Lord below saw fit to get involved.

Neveah parted her coral-pink lips and licked the edge of Morghothilim with her lascivious tongue. The blade’s black edge sliced her flesh and a stream of blood inked its length.

Fighting was a losing proposition. No matter the outcome, to fight Neveah was to lose.

Then what?

And to think this was all a trap - a set-up from the beginning. Alusz had tricked me into bringing Neveah back onto the board, to ensure she’d be here at the end, to be played in exactly this manner.

My hands were shaking with emotion. Everything was painfully detailed; my vision was super acute, my body alive like never before.

As if it knew it had precious seconds left before being destroyed. 

The Neveah before me was wholly lost to her demon. There was nothing there to appeal to. I might as well cry out to the Nithing-Lord for compassion.

But there was another way to connect with Neveah. A way that no demon or Morathi queen could block.

I summoned my ward, expanding my sphere of platinum power about me, my first instinct being to push it out as far as it’d go. But I checked that impulse and drew it in tight, seeking to mold it to my frame.

The most advanced users concentrated their wards; they didn’t push them out and stretch them thin. 

I molded the ward about me, or tried to, forming an oval that just encapsulated my frame. I thought of flying toward Brielle and Little Meow, attempting to get close enough before being attacked that we could overlap our wards, but stayed still. 

Sudden flight would precipitate an attack. 

Demon-Neveah was savoring the moment, drinking me in with those ebon eyes. Any second I could steal was of incalculable advantage.

I closed my eyes and sank into my reservoir. Diving deep, I followed the golden filament to where the burning strands expanded in a radial fashion to the apertures. Intuition guided me. Intuition born of love, of need. Without thinking, without figuring out a plan in advance, I grasped hold of the golden filament and channeled the Source from the heavens above deep into my soul.

The floodgates opened with the same power that allowed me to direct a massive amount of golden light through Shard. That blessing beyond measure, that flood that I could barely control.

It poured into me like a scintillating ocean, and then through - I didn’t hold onto it, didn’t seek to build up my reserves, but instead directed that power through the strands that connected me to every one of my companions. I sent that surge of power along the filaments to Imogen’s aperture, to Emma’s, to Brielle’s, to Valeria’s. 

I then sent the greatest wave coursing through Neveah’s, where it slammed into the closed aperture and caused it to snicker-snack wide open.

I didn’t cut off the flow, allowing more power to descend through me, enervate me, and beautify me. I felt that power sink deeply into Brielle, the last remaining companion on her feet and by my side. She immediately burst forth from her sanctum; her figure was aflame with golden light, her crimson hair a raging mane, her eyes burning with a deep incarnadine hue. 

I didn’t know what I was doing. What the desired result could be. But without recourse, without option, I could only trust in the Source. I could only pray that it would affect the change I needed – that, guided along the filaments of love, it would make the difference in the fight for Neveah’s soul.

Then, to my everlasting delight, I saw Imogen’s aperture whisk open. She emerged, radiant and pure, her hair whipping about her, eyes burning, her form simplified but alive. Her spirit moved to join Brielle’s, returning from whatever coma she’d been lost to, her presence potent, bolstering my own sense of confidence and delight.

My ward exploded.

Deep in my reservoir, grasping the golden filament, I sensed terrible force batter into me, and felt myself fall. But it came from a great remove, as if it were happening to someone else in a different room.

The urge to open my eyes was overwhelming, but I held on tight to the golden filament, continued to channel that power, seeking to push forth my ward once more. 

Another impact. My entire sanctum shuddered, not in the receiving a blow, but from my near loss of consciousness. 

I had but seconds, I knew. Seconds, before whatever was happening to me out there proved my undoing. 

But I grit my teeth and poured more energy into the radial filaments, and when Emma’s aperture irised open, I couldn’t restrain a cry of victory.

Emma emerged, her white hair undulating about her, and my god - the power that washed off her was tremendous. Before she’d been slight and unassuming in her spirit form; now she glowed like a white sun, her eyes blank and righteous and absolute, like stars going nova. 

She floated forth, expression grave, arms extended out to her sides. My whole being rippled with emotion, with awe and wonder and delight and the purest love. 

Three. 

Three of the five were present, and I turned to Valeria’s aperture, at the power that was piling up there before its closed portal, willing, needing her to come as well.

Nothing.

I was in great pain. I didn’t feel it, locked down here with my fingers wrapped around the golden filament, but knew it, almost clinically. Horrible things were being done to my body. All I had to do was open my eyes and that reality would sweep me away. 

But I wasn’t dead yet.

I banished the thought, the desire to protect myself, and poured more magic into Anahata and my broken ward. I willed it to push forth once more, taking in the sight of Emma, Brielle, and Imogen, and allowing the love they felt for me, the sublime and endless wonder at being worthy of their love, to fuel the need to defend myself. 

I felt my ward somehow revive, crackling back out around my physical body, and staying death for a few seconds more.

Neveah, I said, looking at her open aperture. Come to us. Please.

The aperture remained empty.

I took a deep, unnecessary breath, and willed more power to burn through me into her sanctum. 

The very fabric of my reservoir was starting to fray, the walls rippling and tearing, the sheer amount of power burning me out. I was a lightbulb passing too much current, and I knew I couldn’t hold it for much longer.

But for all my faults, for all my weaknesses, there was one thing I’d grown really, really good at: tolerating pain. Pushing myself into the red zone.

So I ground my teeth, hunched my shoulders, clenched my fingers tighter against the golden filament, and took even more of that infinite ocean into myself. Channeling more than I’d ever done before, my mind sublimated into that glory, my very sense of self-being erased by the Source’s endless wonder. I directed that might at Neveah’s sanctum.

Dimly, I felt more pain. From a remove, I saw Brielle, Emma, and Imogen fly to me, surround me, and link their hands, forming a protective circle. 

Something clicked within my mind, my soul, and I was able to claw my way back from dissolution. Their love bolstered my very sense of self, and with terrible effort, I pulled my mind, my spirit, back from being dissolved in the Source’s glory.

And in Neveah’s aperture, I saw movement. 

I saw her appear, her slender human self, black smoke boiling off her at a furious rate, like some deep sea vent fulminating furiously. Her figure was barely visible beneath the sin and Hexenmagic that my power was burning from her skin, from her very soul.

It was a magic and curse that regenerated as quickly as I destroyed it, that seemed as endless as the Source’s love. 

By the gods, I could tell how much it cost her to move toward me. Each step, each moment an agony that my own transfixion paled in comparison to. 

Head bowed, shoulders heaving, she gripped the edges of her aperture, the substance of her soul endlessly burning away, and pulled herself through.

The smoke and Hexenmagic was raging off her faster than I could follow, burning out of every pore under the ablution of the Source’s assault. Emma, Imogen, and Brielle were buckling under their own effort to keep me sane, keep my soul coherent; even so, I reached for more magic, for more power, and directed it at Neveah.

Come to me, I called, willing her to take another step, and then another. Neveah! You can do this!

And somehow, she did. Her very spirit was fragmenting, burning away with the corruption boiling off her, her form almost invisible under that noxious eruption. Still she took a step. Then a second. Then a third.

And I felt such pride, such awe, such admiration that my spirit shuddered, feeling like it was flying apart. I wanted to laugh, to cry, to fall to my knees before such strength. 

And some of that must have poured through the filament connecting us. 

Neveah raised her head, inch by shuddering inch, and our eyes locked.

And in that moment of apotheosis, my spirit reduced to a lambent outline, her own near-lost under her ever-regenerating, ever-burning corruption. A spark flew between us, a spark from that fire we’d lit back on her home world; born of our union, born of the trials we’d undergone together. Our faith in her, in each other. 

Despite it all, despite what was happening in the waking world, despite the pain, the impossible odds, Neveah found it within the depths of her infinitely capacious soul to smile.

The filament that bonded us both together erupted in gold fire, and my heart felt like it would burst. The channel between us widened from a narrow tunnel to a six-lane motherfucking highway, and the black smoke boiling off her suddenly streamed behind as if she was caught in a hurricane-force wind.

Neveah straightened. Lowered her shoulders. Lifted her chin.

The golden fire passed from the filament to her body, racing over her figure to limn her in golden radiance beneath that ever-burning corruption. 

I love you, she whispered.

I love you, I replied, voice hoarse with wonder.

Neveah gazed down at her upturned palm. At the Hexenmagic corruption that continued to burn off her like a Kuwaiti oil well on fire. She closed her hands into fists, and the black smoke disappeared, cut off at some primal source. It left Neveah there before me, herself alone, illuminated by our mutual love.

Alusz was wrong, she said, voice quiet. I’m looking forward to showing her the depth of her mistake.

I released the golden filament, and around me Imogen, Brielle, and Emma fell away, releasing their Herculean effort to keep me from being destroyed. 

Open your eyes, said Neveah. There’s work to be done.

I did so.

I was lying on the arena floor at the bottom of a crater, three or so yards below ground-level. I couldn’t see my ward anywhere around me, though Anahata was drinking deep of my magic, projecting its protective radiance around me. 

Had my ward turned invisible? Was it waiting in a state of potential?

My body was wrecked. The impact, or impacts - whatever had happened - had shattered me. The pain was such that I couldn’t begin to interpret the mosaic of ruination that I’d become. I was molded across the cracked chunks of rock upon which I’d fallen. 

And above me, Neveah floated, in her demon form.

But her eyes.

They were her own once more, dark, and alive with love.

She descended into the crater, Morghothilim fading from view, to crouch beside me, wings furling behind her back.

Sliding her taloned hands under my broken body, she lifted me carefully from the wreckage.

I nearly blacked out, but somehow held on.

I held on as she flew back up, moving with infinite gentleness, to carry me up into the air, toward the top of the coliseum wall where Imogen, Emma, Brielle, and Little Meow stood awaiting us.

I caught a glimpse of the Nithing-Lord. It hadn’t moved from its original position, but simply watched us go, turning its head slowly to track our passage.

Neveah reached the others and came to a halt before Emma, hovering in the air a yard away from her, extending my broken body.

Emma’s white hair hung about her shoulders, and I saw her irises had also changed. They had lightened to a blue so pale they appeared almost translucent, ringed by a dark rim that gave her gaze an otherworldly appearance.

She extended both hands over my chest, closed those gorgeous eyes, and power flooded into me.

No burning, no agony, no pain of a body forced into rapid healing. Instead, I felt again that cool resurgence of strength and health, felt bones knit together, organs grow whole, blood pull away from cavities, and back into my veins. My spine buckled, re-aligning, and my thoughts cleared. In moments I was myself once more.

“The Source wept,” whispered Little Meow, voice hoarse with wonder. “How did you…?”

I tapped Manipura to rise out of Neveah’s leathered arms and flew forward to press my lips to Emma’s. She pulled me into a hug so tight it crushed the breath out of me, then released me to step back and lift off the wall as well.

“Did you know I can fly now?” she asked, lips pulled into a grin.

Imogen flipped a braid behind her shoulder and also lifted off the wall. “Took you long enough.”

“Showoffs,” said Brielle, but she couldn’t hide her emotion, couldn’t even pretend to be upset. Her smile said it all, and when Emma extended an arm to her, she stepped into her embrace and allowed her to be lifted into the air.

“We still have to deal with the Nithing-Lord,” said Neveah, her voice subtly different in her demon form - rich and mature, coiled through with eerie resonances. “Though in this form it shall find in me the greatest challenge of its life.”

“Valeria,” said Emma. “Where is she?”

“Below,” I said, turning to regard the dark portal in the wall. “With Alusz.”

“You must go to her,” said Neveah. “Before Alusz takes her back to Ur-Gharab and closes the portal to Malkuth.”

“No,” I said. “We have to fight the Nithing-Lord together.”

“No,” said Imogen. “Neveah’s right. Everything is in the balance. We can take the Nithing-Lord, Noah. You have to rescue Valeria before it’s too late.”

I cast a glance down at where the Nithing-Lord awaited. Sensing our attention, it at last uncrossed its arms, spreading them out wide as if welcoming our attack, prepared for whatever we could throw its way.

“Go,” said Emma. “Valeria needs you. We can’t play this safe. We need her back. You need to get her.”

“They’re right,” said Brielle. “Don’t worry. Emma’s got this.”

Which caused Emma, despite everything, to give an incredulous smile at the woman in her arms. 

“All right,” I said. “Goddamnit, fine. But none of you are allowed to get hurt. You hear me? I want all of you to survive this fight without - without -”

Emma leaned forward, wrapping a hand around the nape of my neck, and pressed her brow to mine. “Trust us, Noah. Go.”

Then she kissed me with an assurance that was wholly new and insanely fantastic. 

I pulled back reluctantly. Turned to face the arena. “All right. How are we doing this?”

“Like this,” said Neveah, spreading her black leather wings out wide, Morghothilim appearing in her hand. “Fly to the door!”

Without warning she dove down, spearing toward the Nithing-Lord, her segmented tail lashing behind her and Morghothilim pointing the way.

Emma and Imogen wasted no time, diving after her, Little Meow leaping into Imogen’s arms at the last moment.

I wanted to watch, to follow them, to assure myself that they’d be OK, but knew in my heart that I couldn’t wait. 

I couldn’t give Alusz another second with Valeria alone, couldn’t risk her taking Valeria beyond our reach.

Biting down on my frustration, I flew toward the dark portal embedded in the arena wall. Willing Shard to light up, I entered the frigid hallway and skimmed down its length.

The sounds of battle followed me, concussive waves of power causing dust to sift down from the cracks overhead. 

Holding onto my resolve, I left the women I loved to do battle with one of Lilith’s greatest servants and pressed on. Valeria filled my mind now; the ache to find her, to ensure her safety became a physical need.

The hallway branched before a flight of broad steps, and down these I flew, seeking the depths Alusz had spoken off.

The thick stone walls muffled the sounds of battle, and soon I flew in silence, down and out into a broad hallway that spilled out into a large chamber. It was domed, circular; ranks of stone benches were carved into the very rock descending into a miniature arena. The place was dour and dark, illuminated by a handful of purple burning torches set in rusted iron sconces along the outer wall. 

A portal of swirling purple-blue light burned to one side of the sunken floor, tall enough for a person to step through, its heart a nebulous and impenetrable black. Before it stood a rough stone plinth, crudely carved, upon whose top sat two objects of obvious power.

The first was a pyramid a foot tall, its surfaces perfect and smooth, the whole of it somehow more real than anything about it. It was denser, with a weight that made it feel as if it were warping the very fabric of the room, simply by being there.

The second was a massive black gem, carved like a diamond from back home, its perfect geometrical faces sucking in the light around it as if it were a crack in the very nature of reality.

Alusz stood to one side with Valeria. They’d clearly just broken off from a heated conversation. Alusz looked stern, her brow lowered in a frown. Valeria -

My god. 

Valeria.

The sight of her sent a pang of love and longing, a physical ache of relief and resolve through my chest. Her golden curls fell in a wave down her back, draped about her shoulders, wild like the waves of an aureate ocean. She was clad in a severe black uniform, no symbols or other markings along its form-hugging fabric, and her hands -

Her hands were back.

But no. At a closer glance, emerging from the cuffs were twin hands of lead, fabulously crafted to look real, detailed with microscopic precision, down to her very nails, the cuticles -

- then her fingers curled into fists.

Valeria paled at the sight of me, then flushed, then somehow paled again, a riot of emotions crossing her face.

A shudder passed through the ceiling, and more dust sifted down.

Alusz glanced upwards, her frown deepening, and then back at me. 

“I must admit,” she said, tone terse, “you are surprisingly stubborn, Noah Kilmartin.”

I ignored her, my eyes locked on Valeria. She was right there, so alive, yet somehow reserved, cut off from me, her expression tense, hard, her gaze sober and assessing.

“Valeria,” I whispered, unable to speak louder through the constriction in my throat. 

“Noah.” Her voice was equally strangled. 

Silence followed, a silence that was punctuated by dull booms from overhead, but at that moment, that pause, she failed to move toward me.

Remained by Alusz’s side.

“Whatever she’s told you,” I said, “it was lies.”

“Alas,” said Alusz, crossing her arms, “in this case, the truth was sufficiently damning.”

“Let me talk to him,” said Valeria, taking a step forward at last. “Noah. I’ve… Alusz has told me much. And I know that Lilith lies. I know she warps and twists. I don’t want to believe her. I want to believe you.”

I struggled with my emotions. “Good.”

“You didn’t leave me when I need you most to go help Neveah instead, did you?”

Fuck.

I bit my lower lip, mind racing. “We were all taking care of you. You were being healed. There was nothing more I could do. And Alusz told me of a way to help Neveah, to get rid of her demon.”

The pain in Valeria’s green eyes was heartbreaking. “You… you left me?”

“I was coming back,” I protested. “There was nothing more I could do for you - we were running out of time. I had to do everything I could to…” The wind went out of me. “I had to keep fighting, Valeria. I couldn’t stop.”

“You left me.” The words were spoken softly to herself. Her gaze searched the floor, darting from side to side as she processed this, and then she bit her lower lip and nodded slowly. “All right. You had to fight on. Even though I needed you. Even though it meant leaving me vulnerable to Lilith.”

“We were to watch over you in shifts,” I said. “You were never to be alone.”

Fire flashed in her eyes. “You weren’t there.” Words as hard as iron. “You left me for Neveah.”

“Valeria -”

She cut off my words with a chop of her leaden hand. “Did you use Svadhisthana on me?”

“What?”

“Svadhisthana. Alusz said she could feel it in my soul. That I’d been manipulated by you. Did you?”

I blinked. Changed gears. Had I? “No,” I began, and then stopped.

“You did,” whispered Valeria. “When?”

“I…” Anger arose within me. “We can talk about this as soon as the fight’s over, Valeria. But everyone is fighting for the lives upstairs. Help me get rid of Alusz and then we can go help them.”

“No,” she said coldly. “Answer my question.”

I took a deep breath, forced myself to ignore the dust sifting down from overhead. “I used Svadhisthana to help you project your ward that one time.”

Her face crinkled in confusion. “In the pool room? When we made love?”

I nodded, feeling wretched, confused, angry still. “You weren’t accepting your own worth. I needed you to be… to know that you were loved.”

“So you forced me? With Svadhisthana?”

I tried to recall the moment, the urgency, why it had felt so right. So expedient. 

“I didn’t force you,” I said. “I pushed you. I love you. I love you, Valeria. You were tripping yourself up, getting in your way, having trouble accepting my love. I helped you accept it, and you summoned your ward right after.”

“Doesn’t sound like love to me,” murmured Alusz. “Forcing someone with Svadhisthana sounds like abuse. Like rank manipulation.”

“Shut it,” I snapped, but didn’t tear my gaze from Valeria.

“You forced me.”

I grimaced. “You know I love you. I’d die for you, Valeria. I’ve done everything to get back to you as quickly as I could.”

Her expression smoothed, became blank, and on some primal level I felt her pulling away from me. 

“You weren’t powerful enough for him,” said Alusz quietly. Apologetically. “Oh, he might have loved you, but not enough. Not as much as the others. When push came to shove, it was all right to leave you for more valuable members of the group. To force you to do as he needed. Would he have come for you if you weren’t right here by the Fulcrum, I wonder?”

Anger pooled in my gut, caused my muscles to tense. “She’s whispering poison. She’s twisting things, Valeria.”

“No.” Valeria drew herself upright. “I thought she was, at first. But you’ve confirmed the worst of it. After all we’ve been through. I gave you my heart, Noah.” Tears glistened in her eyes. “I would have died for you. And you discarded me the moment I was broken. The moment I stopped being of use.”

“Valeria!” I took two steps forward but froze when she flinched. The second you were hurt back on Aegeria I used Morgana’s talisman to get you back to healing. Saving your life was the most important thing to me. And once you were healing, once you were no longer in danger, I chose to keep fighting. We had so little time. The universe was at stake. I had to keep moving. And now we’re so close. Malkuth lies within hand’s reach. We’ve come so far. We’ve been through so much. Don’t fall for Lilith, not now.”

“She’s not falling for Lilith,” said Alusz, stepping up beside the blond warrior and sliding a slender arm over her broad shoulders. The contrast between the two couldn’t have been starker. “You pushed her away, Noah. You didn’t have it within you to love her as she deserved. To honor her. To treasure her. To see her as more than a burden that was holding you back -”

I snarled and lashed out with Shard, sending an arc of golden light flying toward Alusz’s head.

A partial ward flared into existence and stopped the attack cold.

But not a purple ward.

A segment of pure, buttery gold.

I stood there, shocked, unable to comprehend. 

Alusz smirked, just out of Valeria’s line of sight, and the expression was so odious, so amused, so victorious, that the last scales fell from my eyes and I saw her for what she truly was.

The Queen of the Morathi.

“Valeria,” I tried again. “What are you doing?”

“She wasn’t powerful enough for you,” said Alusz, voice soft, insistent. “But we’ve healed her. Given her the strength she needed. In Lilith’s eyes, she’s the most important woman alive. She’ll be cherished. Appreciated. Seen. And for all you insult Lilith, Valeria will never find herself ignored, disprized, or left behind again. From now on, she will be truly loved. From now on, she will matter most.”

“No,” I whispered. Lowered Shard. “Valeria. You can’t do this. You can’t turn against the Source. Bastion. Everyone. You can’t do this.”

Tears filled Valeria’s eyes again, trembled there, then brimmed and ran down her pale cheeks. “By the Source, Noah.” Her voice was raw, broken. “By the Source, I swear that I loved you. Loved you with every ounce of my soul. Nothing could have turned me against you but you.”

I felt like I was drowning. “We can fix this. We can work it out. I apologize, Valeria. If I hurt you, if I made you feel less -”

Valeria screamed, drowning out my words, her eyes flaring wide. Her arms opened up by her sides, leaden fingers splaying. “No! She told me you’d say whatever it took to silence me. To bring me to heel. But she was right. Actions. Your actions, Noah! You… you used me. Forced me. Abandoned me. It’s too late to swear your love. It’s… it’s too late.”

“It’s never too late,” I said, my heart breaking, endlessly tearing itself apart. “Valeria. I swear to you, you’re being used, twisted. Lilith is tricking you into seeing things this way. It’s never too late. Don’t do this.”

“You gave me no choice.” She inhaled deeply, her dark suit tightening across her chest, and then the fire went out from her eyes. “You gave me no choice,” she whispered, her voice suddenly emotionless.

It was as if someone had just blown into her soul and snuffed out the fire that burned there.

Her hands began to change. The fingers elongated, their tips turning into claws, rapidly stretching so that each was a foot in length, segmented and skinny like spider legs. 

I took a step back. “I won’t fight you.”

“Then don’t,” said Valeria, voice dull, emotionless. “Either way, this has to end.”

“For Lilith? You’ll help her win?”

“For me,” whispered Valeria, inspecting her leaden hands as she turned them about slowly. “For what’s left of me.”

I had no more words. I didn’t know what to say, but I knew what to do. I sheathed Shard.

“Valeria?” asked Alusz, voice alarmed. “Remember what we agreed. We cannot kill him. We must bring him back to Lilith.”

Valeria took a step forward and shuddered, her throat bobbing as she dry-heaved. But she resumed walking toward me, spider-claws rippling.

“And the worst of it is,” she whispered, “the worst of it is that you were right. I wasn’t good enough. I never was. But I thought with you perhaps I could do better. Be better. But you saw through me. You saw the truth. And… I don’t blame you, Noah. For casting me aside. I should never have been your companion to begin with.”

“Oh, Valeria,” I said. My insides felt like a slurry of broken glass and filthy, ice-cold water, a slurry being stirred by her words and tearing me apart. “I love you so much. I always will.”

Tears were running freely down Valeria’s cheeks. “Shalarra foresaw this. She knew I’d turn to Lilith. Would that you’d struck me down there and then, Noah. You should have. You might have won through. You might have saved everyone.”

“We still can,” I said. “Together. It’s not too late.”

“It was too late the moment you chose me,” said Valeria, and took a deep breath. Seemed to gather her resolve and resumed walking toward me. “We were doomed the moment you chose me as your first companion.”

I dropped to my knees. Withdrawing my power from Manipura, I felt weak, hollow without that impossible strength and speed. I cut off my connection to Muladhara, so that the potential for self-defense withered away; caused Anahata to still, so that my invisible ward faded away to nothingness.

“That’s what you’ve been telling yourself,” I said. “But I never believed it. You’re trapped by your own fears, your own doubts. But I won’t fight you, Valeria,” I said. “No matter what Lilith wants. I’ll never raise a hand against you.”

“A pity he never saw fit to raise a hand to protect you,” began Alusz, but Valeria whipped her head around to glare at the Morathi was such terrible ferocity that Alusz’s jaw snapped shut.

I remained kneeling, and now it was my turn to spread my arms. To await her as she marched toward me, her spider-claws flexing. Tears ran down her cheeks, down the length of her jaw, to drop and darken her severe suit.

Then she was there, standing above me, a vision of athletic prowess and feminine beauty, the first woman to have faith in me. My Valeria, my bronzed goddess, the stone on which I’d stood for so long but somehow lost track of. The pain in my chest made it hard to breathe. 

Did I deserve this? Had I wronged her this badly? At that moment I didn’t know. I could make arguments – I knew that Alusz had twisted the facts to make them a thousand times worse. 

But at the core of it, had I overlooked Valeria? Had I allowed her to slip away from me?

At that moment I didn’t know. 

I stared up at her green eyes, those haunted, miserable, bitter eyes, and felt my own prickle with tears. Tears of remorse, of pity, of pain. Of horror that it had come to this.

“The Source forgive me,” whispered Valeria, and raised her right hand high. The spider-claws flared out wide, ready to swipe down and tear out my throat.

The words came unbidden to my lips, summoned out of time, out of memory, spoken before I even knew what I said.

“Between what we shouldn't and that which we aught,” I said, voice hoarse, and saw again the Aegerian sun, the beautiful islands, the cerulean sea. 

Valeria froze, eyes widening, lips tightening to a seam.

My breath hitched in my chest. “Lies a perilous life where all is for naught.”

Alusz took a step forward. “Strike, Valeria. Strike, for the way you were scorned, but do not kill him!”

The tears glimmered in Valeria’s eyes, and her hand shook, the claws wavering.

I forced myself to continue, to speak on, though I felt like bands of iron were constricting me alive. “We live and we suffer and we strive all in vain. But for one of your smiles, Valeria. For just one of your smiles, I'd do it all again.”

I found myself smiling at her, a broken smile, a smile robbed of all joy but made deeper by pain. I knew at that moment that perhaps I’d earned this fate, that perhaps I’d fail the Source for this mistake. For not having seen Valeria truly, for having failed to appreciate her, support her, nurture her, be there for her.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, so quietly only she could have heard me. “By the Source, I’m sorry. I love you, Valeria. With all my heart. But if you must do this, then I won’t stop you. I understand. Strike, my love. Strike, and be at peace.”

I closed my eyes.

Took a deep breath and lowered my chin to my chest. 

And waited.

Waited for death.

For justice.

For whatever Valeria deemed necessary.

I put my life in her hands, and waited.

“Strike,” I heard Alusz hiss, her voice vibrating with impatience. “Wound him and sever your bond, Valeria -”

Movement. The sound of Valeria dropping to her knees before me. 

I opened my eyes, and saw that she’d collapsed, her head bowed. All I could see was her bronzed hair, her shoulders shaking with soundless sobs, and her spider-claws curled up in her lap.

I leaned forward and took her in my arms. Embracing her gently, I pulled her toward me.

She didn’t resist. Didn’t seem to even notice me. Broken, undone, she wept, her claws jagged and vicious between us. 

I held her tight. Buried my face in her hair, inhaled deeply of her scent, felt my love for her expand, expand to encompass everything. My mistakes, her own, our past, our highs, our lows. 

And something within me shifted. Deepened. 

My understanding of her. My appreciation of her strengths and weaknesses, of her as a person. 

Subtly, almost imperceptibly, the Valeria in my heart grew. I saw past her rigid self-control, the front she’d worked so hard to put forth, the image of strength and self-assurance. I saw past the pain of her past, her failures, her wounds. I encompassed her confusion, her self-doubt, her loss. 

All of her facets merged, becoming one. The warrior who’d stood by my side in countless battles. The woman who’d raged within the Manifold at being unable to redeem her past, unable to understand why it could be wrong to fight on at any cost. The insecure person who’d feared being left behind, of becoming a weight, a liability. 

I saw her, as if for the first time. And loved her. All of her. Loved the being at the core, whose fierce desire to be of worth, to contribute, to be a force for good was such that it could blind her. Blind her to her true value, to how she was loved, to what she did contribute, to how her overriding need to be of use prevented her from blossoming, from coming into her own.

And my compassion overflowed, my tenderness. I pulled her in tighter, wanting to protect her, to nourish her, to do all that I could to help her recognize her beauty and power.

“It’s too late,” snarled Alusz. “She is ours. She agreed to our gifts, to our protection. She can no more return to the Source then the moon can put out the sun. She -”

“Come,” I whispered into Valeria’s ear. “Meet me in my reservoir.”

Shutting out Alusz’s voice, I dove deep. I saw those vast owl eyes watching me, predatory and inhuman, watching as I dove past them into my core. Down along the golden filament, to where the four burning cords extended to my companion’s apertures, and the sole remaining dark one stretched out to Valeria’s.

Her aperture opened, and through it she emerged, hesitant. Her hand was replaced by twin roiling masses of inky tentacles that shifted and melted endlessly into each other.

Noah, she whispered brokenly. 

I flew to her, arms open, and embraced her tightly. My love for her burned brighter, ever brighter. 

She went to speak, but I silenced her with a kiss, a kiss made urgent by need, relief, ardor, love, compassion, hunger. I wanted her with me, for always and forever. My golden-haired beauty, my Amazonian warrior, my pillar of strength, my moral North Star. 

We spun slowly, clinging to each other, her embrace made awkward by her ruined hands. When I finally pulled back, I gazed deep into her spirit eyes.

I saw there remorse, a sorrow unending, a hopelessness and despair.

And laughed. 

It’s so simple, I said, feeling light, feeling elevated, made whole and clean by love. It’s like the sun’s broken through the clouds.

What is?

Loving you. All of you. The real you. The core of you. That yearning heart that wants nothing more than to be good, to help, to save the world. You, Valeria. You’re the best person I know. 

But how can you say that?

I see it, at long last. I’ve always loved you, but now… now, that love is true. Deeper, all-encompassing. Of all my companions, you’re the most honorable, the most dedicated to doing the right thing, to being of service. You’re the best person I know.

She flinched as if I’d struck her. You speak in jest.

No. All of my companions are good people. But none care so deeply, so passionately, about being good. It’s what’s driven you to despair. To doubting yourself. You demand so much of yourself that you’ve grown blind to your own worth. But I see it now. And I’m floored. I feel so blessed to have you by my side I don’t know whether to laugh or cry.

I could see her wrestling to believe it. Seeking a subtext, some hint of sarcasm.

So I put my hand over her heart. Feel this, I said. And know it to be true.

And I closed my eyes, stilled my racing thoughts, and focused on Valeria’s essence, the core of which I’d finally glimpsed. That rare, yearning, heartfelt desire that fueled everything she did. To be good. To be honorable. To be true.

I felt the Source manifest within me. Felt my thoughts became lambent with intensity. 

And heard Valeria gasped, her breath stolen away.

You see it? I asked, opening my eyes at last.

No, she said, eyes wide. But I felt… something.

Something?

Your… your love. For me. The real me. The me I want to be. 

That you are, I corrected. In your heart. I love you, Valeria. 

Tears filled her eyes again and her jaw trembled. You do. You do love me.

I smiled, overcome, feeling the fool, an idiot, to not have seen this all along, to not have pieced it together, to have appreciated her depths, her desires, her burning truth. 

You love me, she whispered, her voice tinged in awe. 

I do, I said. I love you, Valeria. And I see you. I truly, truly see you. And acknowledge you. And revere you. And swear by the Source that I will never lose sight of you again. Will never forget your truth.

Tears ran down her cheeks again, and she went to cover her face with her horrific hands. But I caught her by the wrists, pulled her hands away.

Do you love me? I asked.

Her smile was broken, kept collapsing under her own emotions, until finally she managed and met my gaze full on. Yes, she whispered. I always have. 

There’s nothing between us now, I said, pulling her in close. No walls, no barriers, nothing. Just you and me. Forever. 

And she slipped into my arms, her face upturned, so our lips came together in a kiss.

At that moment the final walls came down and power coursed through us both, an electric tempest that blazed about us in golden fire. It leaped to the last dull cord, that final filament, and set it aflame.

And at that moment the other four cords blazed forth as if suddenly drenched in gasoline. The interior of my reservoir flared with golden light, a light that filled my reservoir with a new source of power, filled it to the brim with magic - then poured through into each sanctum as their apertures irised open, replenishing those of my companions.

I realized that their apertures would never close again. That in our core, my five companions and I would never be separated, and that magic would flow between us, through us, like an endless current through a sea. It would come directly from the Source and enter out cores without surcease.

Noah, said Valeria, pulling back in wonder. She raised her hands, and I saw that the Hexenmagic was gone. That the foul tentacles had been replaced by twin glowing white light.

Heavenfire, I said, awed.

Valeria closed them into fists, then turned her incredulous gaze to me. The Source?

The Source, I confirmed, grinning, then pulled her into a squeeze that spun us around. 

I heard her laugh, then gasp out a sob, then she buried her face into my neck. I love you, Noah Kilmartin. I love you with all my heart and soul.

And I you. Valeria. I pulled back once more to admire her, to drink the sight of her smiling face once more. It was like a draught of cold water to a man dying of thirst. Valeria.

For a moment we remained thus, examining each other in wonder, and then a sobering expression crossed her face. We’re not done. We have to go back.

Yes. I took a deep breath. Ready?

She nodded, and I opened my eyes.

Valeria was in my arms, both of us kneeling. I looked past her and saw that Alusz was gone, her purple-blue portal having shut. 

Such was my joy that I didn’t even care. We rose to our feet, and I took her hands in mine. Turned them over, examining them.

They were her hands, but composed of solid heavenfire - warm and smooth to the touch, giving off the illumination of candle flame. 

“The Source healed me,” she said in wonder.

“Let’s see what they can do,” I said, taking one in mine. “We’ve got to go help the others.”

We ran toward the doorway that led out of the domed chamber, back toward the flight of stairs.

Silence from above, not even the faintest tremor. 

The fight was over. 

But I felt no fear. I hadn’t seen any of the burning cords within my reservoir go dark; nor had I seen apertures close with utter finality.

My companions weren’t dead. 

Which meant they’d won.

Wanting to laugh, exhilarated, we raced to the bottom of the steps, and there I took Valeria in my arms and flew her up. We skimmed over the steps, up into that final hallway, and from there down its length and into the arena.

It had been turned into a lunar landscape of craters and shattered stone. A thousand meteors couldn’t have done more damage. 

And there, in the center, were clustered my companions. Neveah in her demonic form, wings furled across her back; Imogen, a hand clamped over her mouth; Brielle, leaning on her burning sword, face darkened by soot; and Emma, kneeling beside a still figure, her head bowed in defeat, something clasped in her hands.

There, stretched out before them, looking small and lost amid that ruined chaos, lay a young woman, slight and slender, her face naked to the night sky, her eyes closed. 

It felt like when Neveah had stabbed me in the chest with Morghothilim. My joy turned to ashes in my mouth, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t think.

For in Emma’s hands she held the shattered remains of a mask.

 

Chapter 22

 

 

 

All the excitement, the elation, the incredible high I’d been riding came crashing down around me. It was as if the color drained from the world, leaving the scene before me monochromatic, painted only in the gray shades of sorrow and horror.

I staggered forward, lurching as if the shock had deprived me of the ability to walk. “Little Meow,” I croaked. “No.”

The others stirred, stepping aside so I could reach Emma’s side and crash down beside her.

Little Meow looked so young, so delicate, so vulnerable without her mask. No wounds marked her body, no blood. I searched, desperate for some sign of violence, something that could be fixed, that Emma could work on.

But there was nothing.

Just Little Meow’s pallid face, eyes sunken and ringed with purple, skin ashen, lips tinged with blue.

“No,” I whispered, taking her cold hand in my own. “No no no.”

Emma placed a hand on my shoulder. “I tried. I did everything I could. She’s fading fast.”

“What happened?” I leaned down, staring fiercely at Little Meow’s face. A visage I’d seen only a couple of times, a sight that was still strange to me even after all this time spent together. 

It was Neveah who answered, voice dull with exhaustion. “The Nithing-Lord had me. Was draining me of my life-essence. Little Meow gave of her own, affording me time to destroy him. But I took too long. She lost too much of herself.”

“No,” I said again, and grief stirred within my gut like a cold iron rod through oily soup. “Little Meow. No.”

And she stirred. A thin line creased her brows, the lightest of grimaces, as if she was too tired to even protest at pain. 

“Hey,” I said, leaning down, cupping her face with my hand. She was so cold. “I’m here. You hear me? I’m here.”

With terrible effort, her arm shaking, she raised her hand to place it over my own. “Noah?”

My eyes burned even as I forced a smile. “Yeah.”

Somehow, she found it within herself to open her eyes. They searched the air before her as if blind, then slowly focused on me. The faintest of smiles crossed her lips. “Hey, you.”

“Hey,” I said, and something about her words almost made me lose it. “Hang in there, yeah? We’re going to fix you up.”

Her smile became compassionate, wiser and kinder than anything I could have imagined. “It’s all right, Noah.”

“It’s not all right,” I said, and hot tears ran down my cheeks. “It’s not fucking all right. You hang in there, you hear me? We’ll find something, a way to bring you back, we’ll…”

“I’m so tired,” whispered Little Meow, and closed her eyes again. “I was waiting for you. But now… now I’m ready to go.”

I took her hand in both of mine. I wanted to squeeze it so hard, but forced myself to hold it lightly, as if it were the most precious thing in the world.

What words? What words could mean anything in a moment like this? I bowed my head and wept.

“Don’t,” I heard her whisper. I opened my eyes to see her smile. “It’s been… beautiful. This time with you. With you all. I’ve never… felt more alive. Happier. I regret… nothing.”

Goddamn, her words were undoing me. I didn’t trust myself to speak. 

The others had gathered around, and I heard more than one of them crying softly.

Her eyes searched my own. “It’s… it’s been an honor. To help you all. I know you’re going to make it. I know…” 

She ran out of strength, or breath, or something. Closed her eyes, grimaced.

I wanted to give her my strength. To dive into my reservoir, to channel the Source into her somehow. But I had no gift of healing, and we weren’t bonded at the spiritual level. There were no channels open between us.

Seconds slipped by. We remained clustered around her, nobody making a sound. All of us gathered to bear witness. 

Finally, Little Meow opened her eyes again. She didn’t look at me, but stared sightlessly at the dark void above us. 

“Thank you,” she whispered. “Thank you for… allowing me…”

“No,” I growled, squeezing her hand tightly. “We agreed, remember? No thanking each other.”

She smiled. Still staring up blankly, she exhaled with soft pleasure, the words bringing back a memory, a single night spent flying out over the waves, a moment together that was now all we’d ever have. 

“Yes.” So soft. So quiet I could barely hear her. “My one regret… that I never cast my mask away. That it held me till the end. But I’m glad… to die now. Without it.”

My jaw trembled, my body shivered with repressed sobs. But over it all was a fury, a terrible, deeply profound anger at Lilith. That her perfidy should claim yet another soul, and one so bright, so giving, so pure.

“Little Meow,” said Emma, curling a dark lock of hair from her pale face. “Go in peace. We love you. One day we’ll meet again.”

“No,” said Little Meow, reaching up blindly, and Emma took her hand. “Not Little Meow. My name… Aspara… Aspara Saechu.”

“Aspara,” breathed Emma, her voice thick with sorrow. “Aspara. Such a beautiful name. Aspara.”

But her face had stilled. Her chest rose no more. Her fingers relaxed in my hands, and I knew she was gone.

Silence. 

I could only bow my head and allow the waves of grief to wash over me - waves of frustration and anger, of disbelief and sorrow. 

How long we remained there, kneeling about Aspara’s still body, I don’t know. But eventually, Neveah moved forward to squeeze my shoulder. 

Human fingers. No longer demonic talons.

“We must continue,” Neveah said, voice soft. “We can’t wait for the enemy to return.”

“Yes.” I wiped the back of my arm across my face, then on impulse reached down and slid my arms under Aspara’s body. Lifting her easily, I stood. “Let’s… let’s get below.”

Emma rose to her feet and moved to Valeria, hugging her tightly. Without a word, Brielle did the same, and then Imogen followed after. 

Neveah regarded the small group impassively, then finally followed suit, wrapping her arms wide around the others.

I stood to one side, giving them space, holding Aspara against my chest. Seeing them there, the five women I loved, while holding the sixth I’d just lost, I felt something terrible and beautiful blossom in my chest.

I didn’t understand what was happening to me. Grief took a half turn and became wonder, appreciation for being alive. Seeing Valeria’s golden curls beside Imogen’s black braids, Neveah’s blue-black hair, Brielle’s crimson locks and Emma’s white hair, my chest filled with bittersweet joy, and I inhaled deeply. I looked up, half-expecting stars, and felt confusion, wonder, and a sincere joy at being still alive.

I hugged Aspara closer to my chest, holding her tight, feeling my heart break all over again. But I couldn’t lose that sensation of gladness, of being blessed, of being singularly alive. Squeezing her, I wished with all my might that she might squeeze me back but knew that she never would. 

She’d never know what happened next, would never share another moment with us around the campfire, would never offer a word of advice, a healing touch, a wry joke, or share in a hastily cooked meal. She wouldn’t be there to celebrate our wins and losses or see those of us that survived grow old. She wouldn’t grow old herself, her body changing, her soul becoming more expansive, taking in the passing years, growing with us, sharing all that was to come.

Aspara was lost to us. She was frozen forevermore in this moment, and every step I now took would be one away from her, from the time of her death, a new moment, a new memory I was to create without her.

Somehow that made even the shattered arena around us all the more precious, all the more beautiful. It made every step, every moment that was to come all the more wondrous.

I pressed my nose to her scalp, breathed in her scent, and forced my emotions down, forced my pain and wonder and grief and torment aside.

“Come on,” I said, taking the first step toward the portal. “We’ve got to get below.”

For a moment my companions simply held onto each other, unheeding of my words; but slowly they pulled apart, and I saw that their faces were wet with tears. Valeria most of all; she looked almost bewildered, raw, vulnerable like I’d never seen her. Emma took her right arm, Imogen her left, and together they followed me, leaving that site of ruin behind to enter the dark portal and proceed below.

Down we descended, in silence, down to that domed chamber where Valeria and Alusz had awaited me before.

Now it was empty but for the plinth and the two objects of power upon it. The darkly dense pyramid and the black diamond. 

“Is that…?” Emma moved forward, releasing Valeria’s arm. “Is one of those the Fulcrum?”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “Alusz… she said…” A moment passed as she mastered herself, a moment as she pressed her forearms to her eyes; then she squared her shoulders and stood up straighter. “That there were rules. Rules to this engagement. That if you managed to reach this place, the Fulcrum would be here. That she couldn’t take it away.”

“And the other?” asked Brielle, moving to stand before the plinth.

“She called it the Chasmstone,” said Valeria, tone dull. “I don’t know what it is or does, but the… masked… creature of hers left it here before going upstairs to face you.”

“The Chasmstone?” I tried to repress the leap of excitement within my breast. “That’s the artifact the Nithing-Lord was trying to crack, right?”

Emma’s eyes shone. “The one C’toh said could bring people back to life?”

“Hurry.” My tone was terse, my whole body tense with fear and excitement. “Bring it over here.” And I moved to one of the stone steps to set Aspara’s body carefully upon its length.

Brielle joined me a moment later, the huge black diamond in hand. “How do we use it?”

Imogen moved to my other side. “C’toh said he and the others obscured its purpose so that the Nithing-Lord couldn’t wield it. Perhaps… it might be akin to the Manifold. Approach it in such manner?”

“Guide me?” I asked, settling down into a cross-legged position, diamond cupped in both hands.

“Of course,” said Imogen with a smile, and sat beside me.

I sank into my reservoir, and a moment later Imogen emerged from her aperture. 

I can sense the Chasmstone… much the same as I did the Manifold. But it… hmm.

Yes? 

I can… C’toh wasn’t speaking in jest. The whole of it is obscured, hidden behind… a wall? I can’t even get a grasp on the protection.

Then Neveah was there, slipping out of her aperture in turn, her form resplendent, radiant.

Perhaps I can be of help, she said. Sahaswara allows me to approach such objects with greater awareness.

Like the Obsidian Plinth, I said.

Neveah nodded, reached out, and took my hand. Come. Follow me.

She pulled me… not in any one direction, but inwards, or so it felt, so that my reservoir faded away and was replaced by a vast void in whose center hung a nullity, its presence marked by a drab, horrendous pressure that made me certain the Chasmstone lay before us even though I couldn’t see it.

There, said Neveah, and together we flew toward that empty darkness, a void more strange and terrible than the nothingness around it.

I trusted Neveah completely, and allowed myself to be guided. Tried to remain calm, to restrain my hope. 

The wild, desperate hope that we weren’t too late to bring Aspara back to us.

I sensed our momentum slow, Neveah’s hesitation increase, until at last we stopped.

There are a thousand ways open before us, she said. But all of them are crooked and deflect away. To push forward is to be defeated.

There are? I gazed into the nothingness. It was like trying to read the velvety darkness behind my eyelids. I don’t… but all right. How do we proceed?

Neveah raised a glowing hand as if to press it against a doorway. I… this trap is intricate indeed. The more I push forward with my senses, the more of me it drinks in. Like a giant drain, or sieve. It cannot be defeated by brute force.

Makes sense, I said. Or the Nithing-Lord would have broken their way in ages ago.

Neveah frowned, deep in thought. The Wights wrought their magic well. It is a most subtle trap. A labyrinth. To take a step forward is to immediately be deflected. There is no direct approach.

I couldn’t see anything before us. Just a dusty immensity, a vast blackness. 

Well, where there is darkness, I’ll bring the light, I said, and drew forth Shard. On impulse, allowing my instincts to run free, I pointed the blade forward and willed a beam of golden light to cut through the shadows.

Shard blazed forth, and its golden light banished the dark, forming a tunnel through that void, cutting through with consummate ease.

It’s working, said Neveah, with as close to breathless wonder as I’d ever heard her. The defenses, they’re melting away as if…

As if they were never meant to defy the Savior, I said with grim certainty, and with a touch of Manipura, willed myself to fly forward, leading the way now, through the hole I’d bored through C’toh’s defenses, following Shard’s illumination, right into the core where the Chasmstone hung suspended.

It glittered as it slowly spun, but where its earthly counterpart was jet black, this one glowed as if hewn from the Source’s own crystal web, a large, perfectly cut diamond of utter radiance and power.

Gazing into its depths was perilous - I could feel my spirit being pulled into it, summoned into the Source’s grandeur. That old danger that I’d first experienced in Ghogiel, and each time since upon reaching the very essence of the Source’s power.

The allure of losing yourself to something far greater and more wonderful than you could ever understand.

But Aspara’s face arose before me, and I found myself thinking of her gentle nature, her endless generosity, how she’d given to us again and again without asking for anything in return. In this vast and terrible universe we’d been traversing, she was one of the few truly good people I’d met. 

Aspara Saechu, I whispered, and her name left my lips to be sucked into the void, into the bosom of the Source, sent into the depths of some unfathomable dimension. Aspara Saechu, come back to us. Come back to us, please.

We hung there in silence, considering the great diamond, and each interminable second was infinite while it lasted, each beat of my heart tolling out an eon of doubt and uncertainty. Was there more that I was supposed to do? Was there more that the Chasmstone demanded?

I didn’t know. But my intention was pure, and I found within myself a burgeoning love, a desire to see Aspara’s eyes once more, to hear her wry voice, her subtle humor, to learn about her past, to heal her present, and forge with her a beautiful future.

If the Source needed more from me, than I was at a loss as to what to give. So instead I simply reached forth with my love, and then felt, to my endless joy, a pulse of awareness reach back to me from within the Chasmstone, a pulse of consciousness and awareness.

Noah?

Tears sprang to my eyes at the sound of Little Meow’s voice. She sounded confused, as if lost within some dream. 

Little Meow, Aspara - it’s me. Come back to us. We need you. I need you. I… I love you. Please. Come back.

Noah. A softer word, more an exhalation than anything else. A long, aching pause, and then: I come. 

My heart thrilled in my chest, the tears burned in my eyes, and the diamond began to glow, brighter and brighter, so bright that it lost its edges. I shielded my eyes with my forearm, was forced to turn away, and then blinked as I was pushed out of that realm, and back into my body.

“She’s moving!” Emma’s cry was the most beautiful thing I’d ever heard. Blinking away the blindness and motes of white light that hung in my eyes, I rose to my knees and gazed down at Aspara’s face. 

Which was growing animated once more, a line furrowing between her brows, color stealing back across her skin as her chest began to rise and fall once more.

“Noah,” she whispered, and I took her hand in my own, squeezing it tightly as I fought a hitch in my chest, a knot in my throat, the tears that blinded me.

“I had such a strange dream,” she murmured, turning her head to look up at me. “That I was dead or dying, and floating down this endless river, and all about me was endless glory… and this… a person? I think? Was waiting for me, or… not a person, but…” She frowned, shook her head slowly. “It’s fading. I can’t… remember.”

“You came back,” I said, voice little more than a ragged whisper, and slid my arms around her to hug her tight.

“Of course I came back,” she protested, face pressed into my neck. “I heard your voice? I’m pretty sure I heard you calling for me. And you said…”

“That I love you.” I squeezed her tight, still incredulous, unable to believe she’d been returned to us. “By the Source, I can’t believe… I mean, it worked, and you’re…”

Words failed me. I simply held her tight, and then finally sat back, rubbing away the tears with the back of my wrist. “You’re back.”

Little Meow rubbed at the back of her head as she slowly at up, swinging her legs around as she did so. “Of course I am. Where did you think I… wait. Did I actually…?”

Emma didn’t give her a chance to complete her question, but swooped in to engulf her in a hug, squeezing her tight and nearly knocking her over in the process. “You’re back from the dead!” Then she pulled back, hands on Little Meow’s shoulders, as if to check that all of her was really there. “And Aspara? What a beautiful name! Why didn’t you tell us before?”

“Unless you want us to keep calling you Little Meow?” asked Imogen, and she raised her old cat mask. “We can, of course.”

“I…” Aspara looked overwhelmed, her eyes wide. “I… died?”

“Just a little,” said Brielle from the side, arms crossed, a smirk on her lips. “And it didn’t stick.”

“Here,” said Imogen, and set the mask in her lap.

Aspara considered the mask. Took it up, turned it around. “This… it’s been such a burden. Something I took up years ago, but which… ever since… no.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes again, and she looked up to regard me, to consider our whole group. “How could I continue to wear a mask amongst you all after all we’ve been through?”

And she snapped the mask in half, cracking it down the center between her fingers, and allowed the pieces to fall to the floor. “How did it take me so long to realize I could trust you?”

“You got there eventually,” said Brielle.

“Trust is a… surprisingly hard thing to hold onto,” said Valeria, reaching forward to place a hand on Aspara’s shoulder. “Don’t sweat it. At least you’ve found your way here at last.”

“My name is Aspara Saechu,” said Aspara, eyes filling with tears. “By the Source, I never thought I’d say that out loud again.”

“Aspara Saechu,” I said.

“Aspara Saechu,” said the others, one by one, as if affirming her new self, her new reality. 

Aspara’s tears brimmed and ran down her cheeks, and then she laughed, the sound at once helpless and delighted, before she wiped at her cheek and turned to me. “You saved my life.”

“No,” I said, grinning like a fool. “I merely asked you to come back. You’re the one who chose to return.”

“I’d have been an idiot not to,” said Aspara, and she leaned forward to hug me tightly, squeezing me so hard I had to dip into Manipura to avoid being crushed. 

She pulled back. “To give up my best friends? The life I thought I’d never get to live again? I… I don’t know what I did to deserve you all. But… thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” said Imogen, with such a profound and simple happiness that she spoke for all of us.

“So… we won?” Aspara looked around the chamber. “We did it?”

“We did,” I said. “Reached the Fulcrum and everything.”

“Which Alusz left behind,” said Brielle, turning to regard the dark pyramid. “Something I still don’t understand. She could have just taken it with her. Especially since we cheated by skipping the other realms.”

“No.” Valeria studied it as well, brow lowered, gaze troubled. “She… I don’t know how much of what she said I can trust. I knew most of it to be lies. But I gathered that the nature of Gharab was meant to grind you down with meaningless victories. That only Pelleas saw through that trap and found a means to leap to the end. Obui and Jevenna, they failed to grasp the nature of this trial, and thus failed… but…” Again, she took a deep breath, as if simply returning to those conversations, those memories of her time spent with Alusz were akin to drowning. “But if you grasped the nature of the trial, and leaped to the endpoint, you hadn’t cheated, but rather seized victory in the only meaningful way possible.”

“Ha,” I said, my voice without humor. 

“Well done,” said Imogen, moving over to slip an arm around my waist. “Well done, my love.”

We subsided into silence, all of us staring at the Fulcrum. 

“So, this will take us to Malkuth?” asked Emma. There was none of her customary trepidation in her voice, just curiosity, a question wrapped in a newfound assurance and calm.

“Yes,” said Imogen. “The last sphere.”

“Lilith’s sphere,” said Brielle pensively.

“What happened to your hair?” asked Valeria.

“What happened to your hands?” asked Emma with a smile. 

“Tell you later,” said Valeria, her own smile bittersweet. 

“At long last,” whispered Imogen. “I can’t believe we’re finally here.”

“Malkuth,” said Emma. “Given how terrible every sphere’s been, I don’t even want to guess how bad Lilith’s home will be.”

“Awful, I’m sure,” said Brielle. “But nothing we can’t handle.”

“That’s the spirit,” said Emma, face cracking into a smile.

Valeria coughed, pushed her shoulders back. “I… I want to… apologize, I suppose, and -”

“No.” The authority in my voice silenced her. “You have nothing to apologize for. Nobody here does.”

They all stared at me, and I thought I saw shadows of guilt or doubt flicker across their faces. 

“We’ve all done our very best, and by the Source, it has been more than enough. We’ve fought across deserts of ash and urban horrors. We’ve suffered the most personal of onslaughts, we’ve nearly died time and again, and none of us would be here without the others. And despite it all, despite Lilith’s every attempt to break us down, we’ve never been stronger. Never been more ready to take her on.”

My gaze danced from one face to the next. 

“I look at you six and feel nothing but awe and wonder. I’m honored to have you all by my side. I know each of you better than anybody I’ve ever known. I know your weaknesses and past. I know where you’ve failed. But that only makes me love you more. I know what you’ve overcome. Your trials. Your victories. I know what it’s taken for you to get to this point. All of us have suffered and suffered badly. All of us have sacrificed far more than we should ever have done. But we’re here regardless. Lilith has thrown her worst at us, her greatest warriors, her most terrible traps, has sought to turn us against each other, to break us, to force us to our knees.”

Their eyes were shining, every one of them, as they listened to my words.

“But for all her efforts, we are unbroken. For all her efforts, we stand more united than ever. In my heart five cords of fire burn, each connecting me to one of you, and if the Source allowed me a sixth, Aspara, I know it would lead straight to your heart as well. And I know without looking that your apertures stand open, and will remain so, open to my soul, to the Source, and that its power flows through me to each of you without end.”

There were flickers of confusion and doubt, then Imogen’s eyes widened. “Wait. You’re right.”

“How so?” asked Emma. “So much has happened so quickly that I’ve lost track. What’s happened?”

“Can’t you feel it?” asked Imogen. “Your magic?”

Emma frowned, then her eyes flared open wide. “You’re right. It’s come back to me.”

“I felt it when Valeria and I overcame Alusz’s trap,” I said. “Felt the last barriers between us all fall away. Remember how we could embrace within my reservoir to power up? Siphon energy directly from the Source? Now we don’t even have to do that. The Source is giving us freely of its might. There’s no end to our reserves. We can fight on now without ever running out of magic.”

Imogen placed her hand to her brow as if stunned. Brielle frowned, blinked, stared down at her sword. Valeria studied her palms, and even Neveah seemed taken aback.

“No limit to our power?” Imogen’s voice was but a whisper. “I’ve never heard… that’s…”

“I’m telling you,” I said. “We’re ready for this. Everything that’s happened up to this point has been preparing us for the final sphere. All our weaknesses, our doubts, our fears. We’ve faced them down. We’re finally open to loving each other completely. Without reservation. I know everything about each of you, and you know everything about me. And instead of breaking our bonds, that process has only made us stronger. I love you all more than I can ever say. And trust you, not just with my life - which I did right from the beginning - but with my soul. Lilith can no longer pry us apart. She can no longer corrupt us. Her claws will find no cracks in our souls, and that’s why I know we’re ready for Malkuth. No matter how bad it is, no matter how hellish, we’ll conquer it.”

“Amazing,” said Neveah, voice low with wonder. “I never… I thought because of my… my curse… that I’d always be a liability. That I could never trust myself, much less allow you all to make the mistake of trusting me.”

Everyone regarded her, listened, waited, as she wrestled visibly with her emotions. Her jaw clenched and relaxed, nostrils flaring, eyes filling with tears.

“And I thought… I thought I’d have to kill myself before Malkuth. That… that for all my strength, I was our group’s greatest weakness. But… Noah’s faith in me. His trust. His love. When… when Alusz used those words of power…”

The tears brimmed and ran down her cheeks. I fought the urge to move over to her, to hold her. But I waited, giving her the space she needed.

“I know now what I am.” There was victory in her voice, along with pain. “The first time, when Noah and my mother helped me accept my demon, I thought we’d won. But in truth what we did was simply deepen the bonds of trust and love between us. Something Alusz could never understand. So when my demon came forth at last, up above, I was able to forge that final bond with Noah, to accept his love in a way that… that… made my demon… powerless.”

She smiled at me, a broken, helpless smile, without reserve or her customary coolness. Tears ran down her face, and in her eyes, I saw love and gratitude and joy. “Thank you, Noah. You saved me.”

I swallowed the knot in my throat, only managing a nod, with my own smile as helpless and joyful as her own.

“Thank you, all of you,” said Neveah, turning to regard the others. “For… putting up with me. For giving me the time I needed. My power has always come between me and real friends. I’ve never had equals. But you all. You are more than my equals. You are my friends. I… I love all of you, though those words still are strange to me, the concept… dangerous. Thank you. I promise. I swear to you all that I will never… never…”

Emma moved forward and embraced Neveah, holding her tight. Imogen stepped in right behind her, then Brielle and Valeria. 

Neveah looked startled, then bowed her head, resting it against Emma’s, and closed her eyes.

When they separated, Brielle sniffed and smiled caustically. “If you all are expecting me to open my heart and share how wonderful you are, keep waiting.”

Emma laughed. “That truly would be one of the signs of the apocalypse.”

“Seriously,” said Valeria. “What happened to your hair?”

“Noah was about to die,” said Emma simply. “I was the only one who could save him. So I guess I freaked out and burst open Manipura and… Sahaswara, I guess?”

Valeria raised her eyebrows. “You opened the seventh sanskara?”

“Don’t be so impressed,” said Brielle drolly. “Given how you helped Emma and I just now, I’d guess you have, too.”

“What?” Valeria took a step back, raised her glowing white hands as if to fend off an attack. “Me?”

“Heavenfire,” said Imogen. “Only those in touch with Sahaswara can manifest it.”

“But… I don’t, I mean…”

Emma laughed and slipped an arm around the Valkyrie’s waist. “Heavenfire buddies!”

Valeria still looked overwhelmed. “But…” 

“But what?” I asked. “You thought you were still without powers? Looks like you just jumped to the top of the class.”

“Sahaswara?” Valeria’s face had gone pale. “Me?” And then her knees went weak and she would have fallen if Emma hadn’t caught her.

“Help!” said Emma. “She’s heavy!”

Aspara stepped in, and together they moved Valeria to the closest stone seat. 

“Why did you need help?” asked Brielle. “You’ve got access to Manipura now, right?”

“Doesn’t mean I know how to use it properly,” said Emma, crouching before Valeria, hands on her knees. “You all right?”

“I’m… yes.” Valeria rubbed her glowing hands over her face. “Just… I never thought…”

“I know what you mean.” Emma took a lock of her white hair and scrutinized it. “A lot of changes.”

Imogen crossed her arms and smiled fondly. “I remember a time not long ago when you couldn’t even access Muladhara, Emma. Now you’ve tapped it along with Anahata, Manipura, and Sahaswara. You’re a regular prodigy. Both of you. But don’t think you’ll attain such power levels again so soon. When a practitioner breaks through to a new sanskara, they often enjoy a huge boost from the Source. An unleashing of their power that is many magnitudes higher than what they’ll normally have. From hereon out, you’ll need to work hard to achieve those power levels again.”

“So… I defeated that emperor guy so easily because… I broke through to Manipura and Sahaswara?”

“And, I imagine, because you were so concerned for Noah.” Imogen considered her kindly. “You must have reached down to the very essence of your soul in that moment to manifest the powers that you did.”

Valeria frowned down at her own glowing hands.

“What’s wrong?” asked Emma softly.

“I’ve spent…” Valeria’s voice choked off with emotion. She screwed her eyes closed tightly, then opened them with a gasp. “I’ve been such a fool. I’ve spent so much of the past few months feeling sorry for myself, feeling like a burden, that…”

“That’s how you’ve come to see yourself?” asked Emma gently. “That’s who you’ve become?”

“Yes,” said Valeria softly.

“I know how that feels. I was there, as well.”

“And now… now it feels almost… violent… to have to redefine myself. To think of myself as… more than that.” Tears filled Valeria’s eyes. “I’ve wasted so much time feeling sorry for myself.”

“That’s behind us now,” I said. “And that path led you to where you are now. We’ve all made mistakes, me more than most. But everything we’ve done has been necessary to get us here. Understood?”

Valeria sniffed sharply and then gave a sharp nod. “Yes. Understood.”

“How are you feeling?” I asked Imogen. “You killed something like thirty bad guys back there and then dropped like a stone. You all right?”

“Fine,” said Imogen with a warm smile. “And moderately delighted to have access to Manipura now.” She raised both hands excited little fists and rose to the balls of her feet. “I can fly now!”

“Flying buddies!” said Emma, stepping over to high five her.

“I feel almost sorry for Lilith,” said Brielle. “The sheer amount of giggly cheer we’re going to attack her with will surely ruin her day.”

Emma stuck out her tongue.

“Are we ready to go now?” asked Neveah, moving back to the Fulcrum. “Even though the Nithing-Lord is defeated, there’s no saying others won’t come to investigate.”

I moved to stand before the Fulcrum. “Malkuth. Imogen? What do we need to know?”

“It’s the final sphere,” said Imogen, adjusting her spectacles. “Its position means it cannot be understood as a reflection of any of the other spheres, such as how Gharab means an endless pursuit of meaningless victories once it’s deprived of the wisdom and understanding of Chokmah and Chesed, the positive versions of Ghogiel and Gha-Agsheblah. All the other spheres are related to each other, but not Malkuth. It stands alone. It doesn’t express a tenth quality of divine creation, but is rather the expression of all focused and manifested powers of the Tree of Death. It’s the concentration and materialization of all the preceding spheres.”

Emma frowned. “It’s the sum of all the other spheres? As in, it contains all their qualities in one?”

“Like a queen within her queendom,” said Imogen. “All the negative forces of the other spheres are condensed and merged in Malkuth, which is a culmination of all the demonic forces. Which is why it is Lilith’s realm, for in Lilith all forms of corruption can be found. It has been speculated that she is the realm, and the realm is her; that she cannot be defeated, for the nature of those demonic urges are universal and therefore eternal.”

“Wait,” I said. “She can’t be defeated?”

Imogen shrugged unhappily. “This is where endless scholarly research finds its limits. We’re dealing with hypotheticals now, the conclusions that philosophers and professors have derived from the lessons of the Tree of Life. Nobody really knows. But Lilith is said to be a universal force, a manifestation of entropy, or the personification of the worst impulses that have always existed within all of us.”

“That, um, doesn’t sound encouraging,” said Aspara. 

I rubbed at my jaw. “Morgana said she was as natural as entropy, and thus undefeatable. That she was the natural endpoint of the universe, part of the endless cycle of birthstars. The Magus in the manifold said the same thing.”

Neveah’s voice was cold and certain. “She can be defeated. Her forces can be thrown back from the spheres, which, when reclaimed, will return to the Source and once more become the Tree of Life.”

“Yeah?” Brielle examined her nails. “And how do we do that?”

“I don’t know.” Neveah smiled apologetically. “But the very fact that the Source has blessed us, drawn us together, and sent us on this quest means it’s possible. We exist, and by existing, make her defeat possible.”

“Then we’ll defeat her,” I said. “Though Malkuth sounds fucking awful. The combination of all the other Qlipothic spheres in one? Fucking hell.”

We stood in silence, absorbing that idea.

“Malkuth,” said Emma softly. “Back in Bastion, when this all started, it seemed so impossibly far away. Like something we’d never reach.”

“Yet here we are,” said Valeria. “The end game.”

“The end game,” agreed Imogen. “Fortunately for us, we’ve never been stronger. And with inexhaustible supplies of magic, it will take a formidable force to stop us.”

“Agreed.” I rolled my head about in my neck, eliciting a few pops, and then rested my hand on Shard’s pommel. “Wherever Lilith is now, she knows we’re coming. And I’ll bet she’s scared.”

“I don’t think even Pelleas was in as good a condition as we are when he reached this point,” said Imogen. “From all we’ve heard, he made it through, but lost companions and was weakened.”

“That’s because he made the mistake of not having you guys as his companions,” I said.

Brielle arched an eyebrow. “You know how old I was when he left Bastion? It would have been in questionable taste to ask me to join him then.”

“You know what I mean,” I said.

One by one, we oriented on that purple pyramid. Drawn as if by its own gravitational well, we gathered about it.

“We ready to go?” asked Valeria softly.

“Our reserves are full,” said Imogen. 

“Nobody’s injured,” said Aspara.

“I could use a cat nap,” said Brielle, “and perhaps a bath, but otherwise, sure.”

Valeria rolled her eyes. “Somethings never change.”

“Thank goodness,” I said. “But yeah. I think it’s time.”

We stared in silence at the Fulcrum for a while longer. I kept trying to imagine what a sphere composed of the worst essences of every Qlipothic sphere would be like and failed.

My imagination simply wasn’t up to the task.

“Well, here goes,” I said, and before I could hesitate further, placed my hand on the Fulcrum.

It was ice cold to the touch. A jolt ran through me, and a moment later, a thin thread of purple fire emerged from its tip. Spearing out, it outlined a portal that came roaring to life.

The portal was large and oval; its rim was composed of a dozen different hues, purple and black fire merging with crimson and noxious green. Copper and bronze were threaded through as well, along with lead and the darkest of blues. All of these colors merged, separated, and flowed over each other, but the heart of the portal was a nullity of depthless black.

“Hold hands,” I said. “We’re not getting separated ever again.”

Emma stepped forward to take mine and reached for Brielle’s in turn. Brielle took Imogen’s hand, who took Valeria’s, who took Aspara’s, who took Neveah’s at the rear.

I stepped up to the portal, seeking some hint of what lay beyond in its depths, but saw nothing.

No sign of the hellscape that awaited us.

“Good luck, everyone,” said Neveah from the back, which struck me both as uncharacteristic and a sign of her growth. 

Emma leaned back to kiss Brielle full on the lips, surprising the princess. “Good luck,” she whispered.

“Luck,” said Valeria, and I heard in her voice that iron resolve of old, that steadfast courage and determination to see the battle through.

“Good luck!” said Imogen brightly. “Though I’m sure we won’t need it.”

“Good luck,” said Brielle, trying for wry mockery, and failing completely. 

“Luck to all of us,” said Aspara quietly.

“Good luck,” I whispered, and holding onto Emma’s hand tightly, I stepped into the final portal, leading us all into the dread realm of Malkuth.

 

 

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 Ravens of Death.

 

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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