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THE FIVE TRIALS

 

Book 1

 

of the

 

 

Tsun-Tsun Tzimtzum Series

Chapter 1

 

 

 

I knew it was a bad idea. God damnit, but I knew I was fucking up even as I saw the Greyhound bus’s headlights turn the corner of Avistan Ave and start heading our way. Emma watched it come, frowning as if she recognized just how much this bus was going to change her life - and without a thought as to how it was going to wreck mine. She had her ticket in hand: one way to New York City.

“Emma.” My voice was a croak. She didn’t even hear me, so fixated was she on her future and that damn bus. The bus I’d encouraged her to take. “Emma?”

“Hmm?” She turned to me with a distracted smile, and my heart skipped a beat as the headlights illuminated her long, straight blond hair from behind, turning it silver. Her face was shadowed but I knew it so well I could picture her half-smile perfectly.

“Emma.” I felt like I was drowning. The next word might end my friendship with her. Might make me look insane. But it was now or never, and I didn’t want to die a coward. “Don’t.”

“What?” The question light, confused, as if I’d just said garbelfarble instead of an English word. 

“Don’t get on the bus.” I had trouble meeting her eyes, shadowed as they were. It took all my strength to hold her gaze.

“Don’t - ?” I saw her blink as she tried to process the idea. I’d been her champion these last six months. The only person in favor of her leaving our little podunk town for the big city so as to cash into her recent success. I’d encouraged her to stand up to her parents, the dean of students, her advisor, her other friends - and now I was telling her not to do it?

Madness. 

“I’ll be fine,” she said, reaching out to touch my arm. “I’m a big girl, Noah. And Jen’ll be waiting for me at Penn Station. Don’t worry.”

The bus was almost upon us, looming large like my own personal manifestation of doom.

“No,” I said, my voice strangled. “Don’t go to New York.”

“Why not?” A new tone of tension in her voice. Impatience? Confusion giving way to annoyance? 

“I love you.” The words tore themselves free of my lips before I could stop them and I wanted to die. 

The bus pulled up next to us and the hydraulic doors wheezed open. College kids immediately began stepping out, laughing or checking their phones, filling the sidewalk around us as they waited for their luggage.

The light streaming through the bus windows finally lit Emma’s face, and her expression made my heart sink and stomach clamp into knots. Not shock. Not surprise. But a mixture of sadness and resignation. Regret, almost. That I’d brought this up? That I’d not been strong enough to keep it to myself?

“Noah,” she began, searching for the right words, and I wanted the pavement to open up and swallow me right there and then. “You know I love you too.” But. “But you’re like a brother to me, you know?”

She’d never looked more beautiful than she did right then as my last, wildest, and most insane hope died on the altar of mistaken bravery. Large clunky headphones around her neck, pale blond hair glowing near silver in the white light, her white t-shirt doing little to hide the generous swell of her chest under her black jacket. Four years spent playing lacrosse and doing track had helped her develop an amazing physique. Emma was stunning: everyone had always guessed she’d move to NYC, but they’d joked that it would be to model, never guessing she’d go to run her own miniature media empire. 

“I’m not your brother,” I said. I felt like I was drowning but determined to find a piece of straw. “I’m a man and I’m finally saying what I’ve always felt and I love you, Emma. Don’t go. Stay here. With me.”

Stay here. Wrong wrong wrong. I should have asked to go with her. No way she’d ever stay in our town, not with so many memories of Michael around each corner. 

The conductor hopped out of the bus, cinched his belt up higher, and moved to the luggage under-compartment. He pulled it open and hauled the first suitcase out, a pink Hello Kitty number.

“Noah.” She curled a strand of hair behind her hair. “You of all people know why I have to go. You encouraged me to do this!”

There. The sound of betrayal. I’d been her only champion, and at the moment of truth I was failing her.

“I know, I know. And I meant everything I said, you need to go, but just give me three months to get my shit together, I’ll come with you, we can get a place in Brooklyn, I’ll help you set up your equipment, you know? We can explore New York together, and - and -”

Emma shook her head. “I don’t love you, Noah. Not like that. I’m sorry.”

It was like a punch right to the chest. The words died in my mouth. Of course she didn’t. She’d only ever loved Michael, the third member of our unbreakable triad since 7th grade. Michael, who’d died eight months ago when a Corolla had run a red light and smashed into his motorbike.

Half the suitcases were gone. I had maybe a minute left before Emma got on the bus. But what could I do? Ruin my relationship with my best friend even further? 

“I’ll call you from New York, yeah?” Emma’s voice was kind, and that hurt the most of all. Real life wasn’t like the movies. The dweeb best friend never got the hot girl. She’d move on, forget all about Ruddock, Ohio and Noah Kilmartin and instead meet some funky, handsome Brooklyn photographer or whatever and disappear from my life forever.

“Yeah,” I whispered. “Good luck -”

A searing light blinded me and then a wave of cacophonous sound engulfed us like an avalanche. I screamed as I fell to the pavement, reaching for Emma, some blind instinct making me try to protect her even as the world went mad.

Pain as I hit the concrete paver. The rending shriek of metal being torn asunder. Screams sounding thin against the rumbling roar of whatever had hit the bus. I rolled and came up on all fours more by reflex than intent, but my head was spinning. What the fuck? Emma!

I shook my head, trying to clear it. She lay a few yards from me on her back, head turned away, pale blond hair flared out like a corona across the sidewalk. Not moving.

“Emma!” I struggled to my feet. The bus. Something had plowed right through it. I mean, it was literally torn in half, as if a flaming meteor had cut it in twain. Blood. Corpses. The sidewalk was covered with the dead. My eyes widened as I inhaled, a deep breath that seemed like it would never end, the carnage plunging me into a deeper state of shock. They’re all dead. The other kids. 

I stood there swaying. Emma. I began to stagger toward her when a thought occurred to me: what had plowed through the bus? And where had it gone?

I turned to stare at the bus station. The Greyhound office was but one of the stores on the ground floor of a three story office building in a dead-end part of town. That office was utterly wrecked. A metal pod the size of a car had slammed into it, shattering the glass and front wall and embedding itself in a crater deep in the back. Smoke rose from it as if it were superheated. I peered closer, squinting. The pod looked completely alien. It was covered in weird runes, and looked to have been made from hundreds of overlapping plates of rusted iron and lead. 

A… a satellite? Had a satellite just fallen on us? But - why hadn’t it melted when entering the atmosphere…?

I stood there, trying to make sense of what I was seeing when I heard a deep, reverberating growl. Something like a Rottweiler on steroids. The kind of sound that plucks the deepest primal cords in a person, so that despite my shock I felt my stomach try to crawl even higher into my chest. 

I turned around and gave a panicked laughed. I mean, yeah, not the most heroic response to seeing your first genuine as fuck real monster, but this was all just too much. My mind was that close to snapping.

Stalking toward Emma was some kind of Freddy Krueger monster dog the size of a pony. It was all rippling muscle and scarred flesh, its head brutalized as if someone had alternated between trying to flay it and broil it in an oven. Its mouth was huge though, and filled with what looked like shark teeth. 

I grabbed my head and took a step back, wanting to laugh again. Seriously? WHAT THE FUCK WAS GOING ON?

The monster dog growled again, that deep basso rumble that made me want to shit my pants, then stopped to look down at where Emma lay. I saw its nostrils narrow as it inhaled, then it turned toward her.

Hell no. 

I may be the world’s greatest loser and maybe I wasn’t ever going to amount to shit but seeing that thing move toward Emma lighted a spitting core of resolve in me. I scooped up a chunk of cement the size of my fist and threw it with everything I had at the dog. The chunk bounced off the side of its head, a stunningly accurate throw, and caused it to stop and swivel its head around to stare at me.

Almost in incredulity. Like it was thinking: really? You really want to fuck with me?

“Hey!” My voice shook so bad it was barely a shout. “You! Ugly motherfucker! Get away from her!”

It turned all the way around, limbs stumpy like a huge bulldog’s. It growled again and this time I did pee myself. Look, I’m not proud of it, but it’s a goddamn human reflex in the face of mind numbing terror and imminent death, OK?

The dog crouched as if to leap, and I staggered back, hot wetness running down my leg. Then it was leaping through the air and I screamed and threw myself into my own dive, over the shattered remnants of the front wall into the Greyhound office.

My shoulder hit rubble and pain flared through me as I came up rolling onto my feet. Three years of getting my ass whooped on the judo mat had just paid off for the first time in my whole life. The dog monster slammed into what was left of the wall and shattered it, sending chunks flying inside. It shook its head and began stumping its way toward me.

“Shit shit shit,” I said, moving back, trying not to trip, looking for something I could use as a weapon. This being a Greyhound office I had few options beyond staplers and computer monitors. “Shit shit shit!”

As I drew close to the still smoking pod-thing it hissed and moved, the interlocking pieces sliding apart to reveal an inner compartment where some dude lay strapped into a seat, head lolling to one side. He looked exactly like the kind of guy I wished would appear by my side to help me fight this monster: ripped and handsome and lethal looking. 

But he was dead. His temple was smooshed in and blood was running from his nose and mouth. 

A sword was strapped to the inside of the pod’s door, however. Panicked, thinking it was better than a stapler, I leaned in, grabbed it by the hilt, and yanked it free.

And holy shit.

A wave of warmth and power flowed through me as if I’d just mainlined some kind of amazing drug. My aches and pains faded away, and the sword itself glowed with a faint white luminescence. It was light in my hand and seemed to know what to do: I moved it before me to hold it with both hands like I’d seen the older kendo guys do at the dojo, and then stared past its curved blade to where the dog had paused.

I knew this was the moment for an awesome one-liner, but nothing came to mind. I was still terrified. The dog growled warningly, as if advising me to put the sword down before I hurt myself.

“Come get some,” I whispered. It was the best I could do. Thanks, Ash. 

The dog roared and lunged at me. I screamed and despite my resolve tried to leap aside, closing my eyes in panic. I was too late. The dog fell upon me like a ton of bricks, and everything burst into fireworks as I was knocked off my feet.

I rolled and smashed my head against something. Somehow I held onto the sword, and when I opened my eyes the dog lay across my lower body, slumped over and still. My sword had somehow carved a wickedly deep cut from under its chin, across its throat and through its shoulder as if that massively muscled and scarred hide were as soft as butter.

I blinked. It took me like five seconds to understand. 

It was dead.

I’d killed it.

Wait, no. Let’s be honest here. The sword had killed it. I’d just been lucky enough to be the dude holding it.

“Emma,” I croaked. I tried to wiggle free and failed. Grunting, stars appearing in my vision as I fought, I heaved and struggled to pull free. The thing had to weigh as much as a car. Finally with a cry I slid out from under it, and heaving for breath I rose to my feet.

The sword was glowing brighter. In fact, it was starting to pulse, slowly but with growing speed.

Emma. I had to check on her. I stumbled out of the office, trying not to look at the bodies. A few people had run up from across the block and were staring in horror at the scene, most of them on their phones, a few holding their phones up to record what had happened.

Emma was stirring as I fell to my knees beside her, sword still in hand. None of her bones looked broken. No blood blossomed through her clothing. I reached down to pull the hair free of her face but stopped. My hand glistened red-black with dog blood.

“Noah?” Her voice was faint, as if she were traveling from far away back to her body. 

“I’m here,” I said, feeling a surge of protective love and fierce pride in having saved her life. Holy shit, that was right: I’d literally saved her life, protecting her with a fucking sword from a dog monster! I held up the blade, eyes going wide again in wonder. I’d saved the love of my life with a sword. 

Which was pulsing with greater brightness and speed. I held it at arm’s length. Was it going to explode or something?

“What - what happened?” asked Emma, eyelids fluttering. “Did - are -?”

“It’s OK,” I said, lying through my teeth. “You’re fine. I’m going to call an ambulance, you’re going to be fine, I promise.”

Holding the sword with one hand, I dug in my pocket for my phone. I pulled it free then grimaced. The screen was shattered and it wouldn’t turn on. Didn’t matter. The dozens of spectators were calling the cops and ambulances already.

“What’s that light?” asked Emma, raising a hand to shield her eyes. “What happened?”

An alien space pod crashed through the bus and then a dog monster like one of those Ghostbuster hellhounds tried to eat you but I killed it with a sword after peeing myself. “The, ah, light is from my - uh - sword -”

Emma tried to sit up, face clenching in effort. 

“Hey, easy,” I said, pushing her back down. “Wait for the ambulance -”

The sword was freaking out. It was basically strobing at this point. I knew I should hurl it aside, but it was like a symbol of my recent heroism, and I was still getting warmth and strength from it, felt power flooding through me from the hilt. 

“Noah? I’m scared,” said Emma. “I can’t feel my legs.” Her voice was tight with panic, but still she spoke with forced calmness. 

“Hang in there, Emma.” Her fear gave me strength. I felt like I could do anything to protect her. The more afraid she became, the stronger I’d become to compensate. “We’re -”

I couldn’t look at the sword any longer. I squeezed my eyes shut tight and looked away as it went nova in my hand. Too late I tried to throw it away, reaching out for Emma at the same time. My hand closed on her shoulder and then everything flared lightning-bolt white and my head was filled with a rushing, roaring sound like a choir composed of every angel in the universe belting out one of Beethoven’s symphonies.

The world fell away. When I opened my eyes the bus, the station, the people on their phones and everything else was gone. 

“Welcome, savior.” The voice boomed from high above. “Welcome to your destiny.”


Chapter 2

 

 

 

“What the…?” As far as first words went it left much to be desired, but as I slowly turned in a circle, sword in hand, it was all I could manage.

Emma and I had been transported into some kind of old-school arena inside a vast chamber. Tiers of seating rose up around all around us, making me feel like I was in a coliseum. But this was no millennia old ruin made of crumbling stone, but rather a gleaming, caramel-colored marble wonder. Thousands stood up on the bleachers, staring down at us with unnerving intensity. Sweat broke out across my brow and I hunched my shoulders. 

“Hail the savior! Hail our last hope, chosen by the Source, chosen by the Origin and One True Font! Hail, savior!”

The endless rows of seating were broken by a projecting dais that extended out above me, and upon its tip stood a woman garbed in gold. She stood with her arms upraised, and even from this distance I could tell she was strikingly beautiful, statuesque even. She wore some kind of royal regalia, halfway between an ancient Egyptian pharaoh and slave Leia. 

“Um,” I said, my whisper swallowed by the massive silence that pressed down upon us from the thousands of expectant faces. “Um - me?”

Emma sat up, placing a hand to the side of her head where I saw a nasty bruise was already darkening. Even she was stunned by this change of events. She curled an arm around my leg, not caring about the blood and piss that saturated my jeans. That gesture alone gave me strength: I gulped and pushed my shoulders back. I looked up at the lady and called out, “Uh - what’s going on?”

I saw doubt flicker across her face. “You hold the Shard of Kether. I see that it is bloodied with the vitae of our foe. You have been transported to the last remaining bastion of goodness in the universe. You are our savior!”

I glanced down at Emma. “I’ve no fucking clue,” I whispered. Then I cleared my throat, fighting the knot that was trying to clamp it shut. I hated public speaking. And this? This was like my ultimate nightmare. “I, uh - I think there’s been a mistake!”

The huge crowd immediately broke out into concerned whispers, turning to each other in alarm.

“Mistake?” The striking lady sounded outraged. “You were chosen by the primal source! There can be no mistake!”

I flinched at her tone. The light was gone from my sword. I fought for composure. “I’m sorry? I don’t know what’s going on?”

The lady leaped. A scream of alarm tore itself from my throat and then I saw her drift down in a sphere of golden light, her cloak rippling around her, her bronze hair flaring out as well. She did the superhero drop, and when she touched down before me I felt myself awed at the sheer power of her presence. 

She looked like some kind of primal Amazon from Wonder Woman’s island. A woman who had dedicated herself to battle, her body toned and taut, her generous cleavage supported by a bronze bustier, with plenty of exposed skin and her face - hot damn. She had to be in her forties, but she was stunning. 

“Who are you?” she demanded, stabbing at me with an accusatory finger.

“N-N-Noah Kilmartin, sophomore at R-Ruddock University.” 

She pointed at the sword. “Where did you find that?”

“Inside a weird metal pod,” I fought the urge to apologize. “It - it crashed into a bus, and then this dog thing tried to kill Emma and I grabbed the sword. The guy in the pod was dead and - and - and I killed the dog and then the sword started pulsing white and I’m so sorry I didn’t mean to fuck anything up things just happened so fast -”

“Silence!” Her bark cut through my babbling. “The psychopomp was dead?”

“Psycho…?”

Emma had risen to her feet and held onto my arm now. “She means the guy in the pod,” she whispered.

“Yeah,” I said. “Dead. Head was all smooshed in. Maybe from the impact with the bus?” I paused. “I’m sorry.”

The woman pinched the bridge of her nose. “Dead. And you drew the blade?”

“Uh, yeah. It was strapped in next to him?” I glanced past her at the huge crowd that was hanging on our every word. I’d never felt so exposed and guilty and terrified in my life. What had I done?

“And this dog. Was it about this big, had scarred skin, mouth filled with fangs?”

“Uh, yeah. That’s it.”

Emma turned to me. “You killed a what?”

“A Gray Mongrel,” said the woman, and I could hear the caps. “A not unimpressive feat.”

Others were floating down to join us. A mix of men and women in flowing robes with the appearance of old school Roman senators. They gathered around us, their faces stern. 

“What do you make of this, Taniel?” asked the striking woman, turning to a gray bearded older man.

The man scratched at his jawline. “Perplexing. But he bears the Shard. He wet it with the blood of our ancient foe, and was brought to Bastion. It cannot be denied, Shalarra. He has fulfilled the requirements.”

“Requirements for what?” I felt panic rising up within me, seizing me by the throat.

Another woman, stooped and her face lined with the passage of far too many years gave a phlegmatic cough. “There is one easy way to tell. Let us put him through the Crucible.”

I turned to her. “Crucible?”

“It will kill him if he’s not the Chosen One,” said Shalarra with a frown.

The old lady just shrugged.

“Very well,” said Shalarra. “We are out of time. We must determine if you are the Savior. If not, we must anoint a new psychopomp and send him forth.”

Taniel’s face contorted in sudden fury. “We don’t have time for that!”

“We have no choice!” Shalarra’s voice was a whip crack. “Let us summon the Crucible!”

“Whoa, wait a second!” I held up my hands and backed away, Emma stepping back with me. “I’ll save you the guessing. I’m not your savior, OK? I’m Noah Kilmartin. I’m going to become an accountant in my dad’s business when I graduate. I - I mean, I’ve - this is fucking insane, I’m not -”

The senator figures widened out to encircle us. Shalarra raised her arms once more, and immediately a glowing golden geometric shape appeared between her hands, revolving and changing so that I couldn’t fix its form exactly.

“Noah!” Emma’s voice was a hiss. “What the hell’s going on?”

“I don’t know!” My frustration was becoming overwhelming. I threw the sword aside. It hit the marble floor and slid away, the act accompanied by the gasp of a thousand throats. “I’m not your damn savior, all right! Just send us home!”

The golden shape expanded and suddenly burst out to encompass all of us - the senators, Emma, myself - and golden lines flickered and danced all around me.

My next protest died in my throat. My whole body spasmed as if I’d touched a live wire. I rose to the balls of my feet, arms stretching out to my side, and something that wasn’t quite pain but more like an overwhelming ecstasy so extreme roared through me.

I barely noticed Emma run at Shalarra only to bounce of some forcefield and fall to her ass. The world was burning around me, my vision going blank, and then with a scream I fell to the ground, released by whatever force had held me. I crashed to my knees and sagged there, numb and bewildered. 

Even so, even despite the roaring in my ears and the pounding of my pulse I heard the gasp torn from the audience’s throat. I looked up blearily. They were all staring above my head. The senators raised their hands in reverence and lowered themselves to their knees.

Shalarra herself stopped her chanting and lowered herself to press her brow to the ground, her huge headdress wobbling and nearly falling off.

“What…?” I fought to stand. Everyone in the audience, the thousands in the stands above me, they all had lowered themselves to their knees as well.

“Noah,” said Emma, eyes wide, staring above me. “Look.”

Floating in the air above me where twin golden images. One showed a man in robes holding aloft a rod that burned at both ends, an infinity symbol hovering over his head, a chalice, a sword, a staff and a five pointed star beneath his feet. 

The other second image was even more bizarre. A naked woman entwined in a long scarf floated between a giant wreath of leaves, the same burning rod in each hand, a lion, a bull, a griffon and an angel bowing before her.

“What the…?” My heart was pounding as if it wanted to burst out of my chest Alien style. “What’s going on?” I sounded like I was begging even to myself. “Please? Someone? Tell me what’s going on?”

“You are our savior,” said Shalarra, raising her head. Her expression was bleak. “For better or worse, you are the chosen one, who will shrive the tree of life of all corruption and restore order to the universe.”

“You’re fucking crazy,” I said, then immediately felt horrified at my own language. “I’m no savior. This is - I mean, this is truly nuts. I’m just a regular guy, you know?”

“No,” said Taniel, rising to his knees. He sounded almost sad. “You are the last Chosen One.”

“The last?” asked Emma. “What happened to the others?”

“They died,” said Shalarra. “They are all dead. You, Noah, are our final hope.”

“This can’t be happening,” I croaked.

“Come,” said Shalarra, her voice suddenly all business. “There is much to talk about. But first you must be appropriately garbed and anointed. We shall meet in my council chamber when you are ready. In the meantime, wear this talisman. It is a symbol of your status as savior, and should open all doors to you.” She drew a golden chain from her clothing, a pendant at its end in the shape of a circle with a free floating dot in its center. It looked like the elemental sign for hydrogen.

“And me?” asked Emma as I slipped it on.

“You?” Shalarra raised an eyebrow. “You are nobody. You have no bearing here.”

“Hey,” I said, taking a step forward. “Don’t talk to her that way.”

Shalarra bowed her head. “As you wish, Chosen One. My apologies.”

The old woman rose unsteadily to her feet. “I’m too old for this. Despair weighs upon my soul. If this is our Chosen One then we are truly doomed.”

It was Emma’s turn to step forward. “Hey! Don’t talk about Noah that way!”

I felt a flush of pleasure and pride and raised my chin a fraction.

“As the savior you must collect five companions who shall journey with you to the dread realm of Lilith,” said Shalarra. “Each shall have to pass a trial by your side to affirm their righteousness and place on your team. You first trial begins soon. Follow the beacon of light. It shall lead you to your chambers. Let us see if Fate places one of your future companions in your path.”

A glowing sphere of revolving geometries appeared before me and began to float away across the arena floor toward a distant doorway set in the wall. 

“Not you,” said Shalarra, taking hold of Emma’s arm. “You must go to your own quarters. In time you shall be allowed to pay your compliments to the savior.”

“Hell no,” I said. I took three steps and scooped up the sword. Shard. Whatever. “Emma stays with me.”

“She cannot be part of this,” said the crone. “Believe you me, she is better off saying goodbye to you now. Your path is to be filled with pain, privation, and death. If you care for her, let her go.”

“It’s not just his choice,” said Emma, moving to my side. “You must be crazy if you think I’m going to just say goodbye to Noah like that.” And she linked her arm in mine.

Now, note: I know she was only doing this because we’d been transported to some lunatic realm filled with impossibilities after nearly dying at the jaws of some hell beast. But it still felt pretty amazing to hear her say those words and take my arm.

“Very well,” said Shalarra. 

“All right.” I tried to sound confident, but all I wanted was to just close a door somewhere so I could have a panic attack in private. “Well, thanks. See you guys around.”

I led Emma after the glowing sphere. The huge crowd began to disperse from the stands, breaking into groups or slowly shuffling their way toward archways.

Neither Emma nor I spoke. In one hand I held the blade, and she clasped my other arm, the full swell of her breast pressed against my triceps. She’d never stayed this close to me before. Beyond quick friendly hugs we’d never had much physical contact. To have her hanging off my arm like this? Pretty amazing.

We followed the sphere into an archway, then through a short passage and out into a massive hallway that would have fit right in with the Mines of Moria. It was huge, like, a giant could walk through it huge, and vast windows without glass allowed evening sunlight to pour in great swathes across the massed crowd that was waiting for me there. 

I stopped and gulped as I emerged before them, and felt Emma’s hands tighten on my arm. Hundreds of young men and women studied me. On the crowd of faces I saw a mix of emotions, but none of them happy or welcome: suspicion, disbelief, anger, curiosity, skepticism and desperate hope.

The murmur of the crowd died down. The sphere made its way obliviously straight into the crowd, which parted reluctantly before it. I hesitated then followed, my throat tight, my breath coming in shallow sips. Sweat ran down my temple and my AC/DC shirt clung to my back. 

Everyone here was roughly my age or a little older. Everyone looked like an athlete or model; they were dressed in different kinds of armor or elegant clothing, and most of them were strikingly attractive. What the heck? I saw weapons, too - swords at hips, axes slung over shoulders, bows and quivers of arrows, bandoliers of daggers. 

“You’re the savior?” A young, stunningly attractive woman stepped out of the crowd with haughty confidence and placed her hands on her hips as she looked me up down. “You?”

My words choked up in my throat. I mean, sure she was cutting me down in front of a crowd of strangers, but holy crap was she hot. Her voluptuous body was clad in ridiculously skin-tight crimson armor, a leather and red iron plates combo that did nothing to hide her feminine charms, and man did she have those in spades. My eyes traveled up her athletic thighs to her full hips, up her hourglass waist to her large breasts, to her disdainful face which was painfully attractive. Flaming red hair billowed down past her slender shoulders, matching her red lips that were currently pulled into a mocking sneer. Her face had a feline hint to it, and her glittering eyes were a smoky gray.

She raised an eyebrow. 

Emma elbowed me hard in the ribs. 

Oh, yeah. I was just standing there ogling her.

“Yeah,” I said. “I, uh, think so?”

She tossed her hair back and flashed a smile to the crowd. “You think so? The fate of reality and the tree of life rests on your shoulders and you think so? The Source save us all. We’re doomed.”

“We didn’t ask for this,” said Emma, her tone growing sharp. “So why don’t you get the hell out of our faces?”

“Oh, the drab little friend has claws,” said the red head. Her smile was all mocking pity. “I’d draw my blade but I don’t need it to put you in your place. You would do well to be silent in the presence of your betters.”

“Hey,” I said. “I don’t know who you are. Who any of you are, actually, and to be honest? I’m starting not to care. So why don’t you get the hell out of our way so we can go take a nap?”

The red head’s face darkened and her lips thinned. “Need to go freshen up? I understand. What’s that I smell? Urine?” She leaned forward, a burning light dancing in her eyes. “Tell me you didn’t piss yourself, oh mighty savior?”

Holy fucking hell. I blushed so hard I could have started a forest fire. I’d have said something if I could have done more than stammer. Everywhere I saw eyes widen in incredulity. My shame knew no bounds.

“Enough, Brielle.” The woman who pushed her way through the crowd to step out before us was as jaw-dropping as the red head, though for completely different reasons. She stood nearly six feet tall, was clad in form-fitting scale mail, and had the physique of a dedicated Cross Fitter. Her body was cut and ripped, so that she’d have put most Olympic athletes to shame. A full head of burnished golden hair fell down her back in curling ringlets, and her face was surprisingly delicate for all the power of her body. Her expression was severe, her green eyes narrowed, and such was her authority that even Brielle took a step back.

“You all heard what Queen Shalarra said.” The new lady’s voice carried without effort. “He fought and killed a Gray Mongrel by himself. Who here can claim the same?”

“I can,” someone piped up from the back of the crowd.

The amazon rolled her eyes. “Fine. Aside from Kaiden. Brielle?”

“I’ve not yet had the chance,” said the red head, twin spots of red burning on her cheeks.

“No. You haven’t.” The amazon turned to me and gave a half bow. “My name’s Valeria. I’m currently ranked first on the glory ladder. I’ll escort you to your rooms and answer any questions you may have.”

“Already making your play?” asked Brielle with a sneer. “You don’t waste time.”

Valeria wasn’t fazed. “If he’s the last savior, then I’ll do anything and everything to help him succeed. Whether he accepts my help is his decision.”

“I, ah, appreciate it,” I said. I wanted nothing more than to get out of sight and wash the piss out of my pants. “Thanks, Valeria. I accept your offer. Can we go now?”

“Like that?” asked Brielle. “You accept her that easily?”

Valeria stepped right up into Briella’s space, her hand rising to the hilt of the double-headed moon bladed ax that extended up past her shoulder. Brielle tilted her face up to glare right back, hand going to her sword hilt.

“Listen up,” growled Valeria. “Just because you have royal blood -”

“Enough already,” said Emma. “Seriously? We cross the universe and still have to deal with these kind of stupid games? Can we just go?”

“Agreed,” said Valeria, stepping away. “Come on.” She walked straight into Brielle, who side-stepped with exquisite grace. I followed after, Emma still on my arm, trying to maintain what dignity I could. I’m not sure I was able to hold onto much.

We left the crowd behind and soon entered a long, echoing hall. A gallery of a kind, with huge windows off to our left. I walked up to one and stood on my tiptoes to peer outside: nothing but endless cloudscapes set ablaze by a setting sun that was several sizes larger than the one from back home.

“Where are we?” I asked, turning to Valeria who had come to a stop.

“The tower of Bastion,” said Valeria. “In the sphere of Kether, the wellspring of the universe. The first and purest emanation of the Source. It was here that everything everywhere originated, the primal source of energy that was given form, shape, and meaning in the other spheres.”

“Oh,” I said.

“That sounds familiar,” said Emma, frowning. “Where have I heard that before? Kabbalah?”

Valeria gave a one shouldered shrug, causing the scale mail to ripple across her frame. “The spheres are reflected in the mythologies, superstitions, religions and philosophies of all worlds. Every civilization has some parallel to the greater truth. Where I come from we call this realm ‘The Crown’.” She paused, and sorrow crossed her face. “Or did. Let’s keep walking.”

I fell in beside her. Valeria moved with a studied precision and was completely silent as she strode down the hall. Beside her I felt like an oaf. “Um. And this tree of life that I’m supposed to clean? We, ah, talking like the Norse tree, Yggdrasil or whatever? The world tree?”

“I’ve not heard of that, but I doubt it. The tree of life is not a literal tree, but rather the spiritual path that led to the creation of the universe in all its dimensions. Kether being the first.” We took a turn and stopped before a massive bronze door bound in black iron. “Your quarters.”

“Big door,” I said. It had to be five yards tall. “How do I open it?”

“It will open for you,” said Valeria. “Just step up.”

I did so and she was right: the huge door swung inwards, revealing a suite of sprawling rooms with windows looking out over what looked like heaven. Drapes of white cotton blew in with a sweet scented breeze, the floor was a polished bronze covered in expansive, intricately woven rugs. The furniture was low slung and massive, and the whole thing felt like the home of a demigod.

I hesitated. “This is really for me?”

Emma gave me a little push. “In.”

We entered and the door closed behind us. I wandered through an archway out onto a balcony. Leaning on the stone railing I stared down, and saw that we were miles up a vast tower of mind numbing size. The base of it, however, roiled with fiery pinpricks of crimson light that were almost hidden in a haze of smoke.

“What’s going on down there?” I asked as Valeria stepped up beside me.

“We’re under siege,” she said, voice low. “The forces of Lilith assault us.”

Emma joined me on the other side, the wind plucking at her pale hair and blowing strands across her face. She pulled some free that stuck across her lips and peered down. “But Bastion is so huge…”

“Still, our doom is certain. There is no end to Lilith’s forces, and we are the last sphere.” Valeria turned to cross her arms and gaze moodily back into the apartment. “The rest of the tree of life has fallen, each sphere growing tainted and falling under the sway of the Qlipoth. We are all that remains. If we fall, the universe will fall with us and change forever for the worse.”

“Shit,” I said, putting both hands to my head. “And I’m supposed to go down there and defeat all those dudes? With my one magic sword?”

Valeria laughed, a low sound of dark amusement. “Hardly. As the savior, you must journey through the spheres to Lilith’s realm and destroy her. Only then will the tide turn.”

“Oh,” I said. “So, like, an assassination thing.”

“If you call killing the source of all evil and perversion an ‘assassination’.”

“OK, fair.” I felt a funk settle over me. “This is all so insane. This can’t be happening. Can’t be happening to me.”

Valeria looked at me sidelong. It was like being sized up by a Valkyrie. She could no doubt crush me at an arm wrestling competition, and with that kind of body I’d be surprised if she couldn’t do three Iron Man competitions back to back. “You’re not what I expected. But you’re what we’ve got.”

“Uplifting,” I said. “Real uplifting.”

“What was that about five companions?” asked Emma. 

“Come,” said Valeria. “You need to clean up first. Brielle spoke the truth. You smell like the back of a stable.” She pushed off the railing and stepped back inside. I shared a glance with Emma and we followed after. Through the first huge antechamber, through an even larger room with a bed big enough for ten people, and then into a solarium of sorts with a huge steaming copper tub in its center. The air here was humid and thick and smelled pleasantly of oils and soap.

“Wash up,” said Valeria. “You’ll soon be summoned to the council chamber for your official briefing.”

“I, uh, OK.” I went to pull off my shirt and then stopped. Emma gave me a mocking two fingered salute and backed out of the room, hesitating at the threshold to see why Valeria wasn’t following. Then she shrugged and disappeared. I raised an eyebrow to the Valkyrie. “Um?”

The amazon pursed her lips and reached up to her shoulder where she undid a leather clasp. Her scale mail sagged. In quick succession she undid six more, and then her silvery mail cascaded down her body to puddle around her ankles. A quick shrug and she pulled off her undershirt and shucked her leather pants. 

“Uh,” I croaked as I stared at her nearly naked body. She wore a black thong and something like a sport’s bra that supported her equally Amazonian breasts. My mouth immediately went dry and I felt my dick strain against my jeans. “You, uh. You dropped all your clothes. And your, uh. Scale mail?”

Valeria nodded slowly and began to approach me. “The savior must be accompanied by five companions who will assist him in his quest. Their bond is sacred, and he can only succeed if he chooses well and wisely.”

She stopped before me. I couldn’t tear my eyes away. She was leonine in her beauty, her strength mesmerizing and still utterly feminine. Her golden curls fell about her shoulders and chest. Her body was a sculpted dream, her abs defined, her thighs powerful and long, her arms toned and ripped. Geometric bronze tattoos somewhere between angular Norse and Celtic interweaving’s wrapped around her thighs and upper arms. I’d never been into strong, ripped girls before, but the sorrow in Valeria’s gaze when combined with her physical perfection and the golden luster to her tawny skin had me imagining all kinds of new possibilities.

“You have chosen me,” she said, voice husky, almost a whisper. “If I am to be one of your companions, and we are to unlock the full potential of our bond, then we must have sex to the point of mutual orgasm. That affirmation of life will bind us until one of us dies.”

“OK, whoa,” I said, raising both hands and backing away. “Wait a second. This is getting really trippy, really fast.”

Valeria watched me go with that same gravity. “This is how it works. If you want any chance of succeeding at your quest, we need to make love. That union is cosmic in its implications. It will bind our souls together and unlock our greater potentials. Scholars could explain it to you in far greater depth, but I’ll not waste your time. Come here, Noah. Let’s get this over with.”

My erection wilted. “Get this over with?”

Valeria nodded. “We might as well. The sooner we bond the sooner we can focus on the trials that await you.”

“You don’t really want to do this, do you.” It wasn’t even a question. I felt stupidly crestfallen. “You’re just doing this because you want to help save the universe.”

Valeria raised an eyebrow. “Of course. Why else would I want to fuck you?”

“Uh, yeah. Great.” Talk about being crushed. And she was right. Why else would someone as gorgeous and ripped and goddess-like as Valeria want to sleep with me? Probably the only thing that would make her willing to do so would be the need to save the universe. “Listen, let’s hold off on that for the moment, yeah? We can, uh, discuss this cosmic bond in a little bit.”

Valeria’s expression fell. “I was too blunt with you. You’ve changed your mind.”

“No, it’s not that, I mean, sure, that wasn’t the best compliment I’ve ever heard, but -”

“You won’t regret choosing me,” said Valeria. “I am ranked first on the glory ladder. There are over two thousand contestants and I’ve beaten them all. I’m skilled with the blade, spear, and bow, and have studied both tactics and strategy under Grand Maester Luthwin himself -”

“Whoa, wait, I’m not saying -”

Valeria moved to stand before me and took me by the wrist, moving my hand so that I cupped her full breast through her bra. She reached down with her other hand to rub my suddenly very alert cock, squeezing it as she brought her face close to mine. “This isn’t my first time. We shall both need to cum. I know I’m not slender and attractive in the way of someone like Brielle, but -”

Oh sweet gods. I was exhausted. I was overwhelmed. I was being massaged by a bronze skinned Valkyrie, and it felt so damn good. That and I wasn’t experienced, this would be my second time, the first not having really counted, and the thought of having this goddess go down on me, or spreading her muscled thighs so I could slide deep inside her and fuck her until we both came was like ten shots of tequila going to my head all at once. 

Which is why I just stood there like an idiot as she massaged my cock with greater urgency, her hand pressing my own harder against her large breast, which was soft in the most perfect way. She leaned in, her lips parting. “I can make this sweet for you,” she whispered. “Then I’ll serve you as we fight across the universe…”

I groaned, a wretched sound of pleasure and torment. I wanted to close my eyes and give in to Valeria, but at the last moment I saw Emma standing in the doorway, eyes wide, mouth parted in shock. 

 


Chapter 3

 


 

I yelped and leaped back, shaking my hand that had squeezed Valeria’s breast as if I’d scalded it. My face burned more hotly even than when Brielle had singled me out in the crowd, but I couldn’t get a word out straight as Valeria turned to regard Emma with ridiculously enviable poise and confidence.

Emma blushed in turn and ducked back out of sight. 

Valeria looked over to me. “Are you two together?”

“Together?” I croaked. “Me and Emma? Oh. No. No we’re not.”

“But you like her,” said Valeria. Good fucking god her gaze was so direct and sober. You’d never think she was standing nearly naked before me. 

“I - well, I mean, we’ve been best friends since like 7th grade, but she’s never, I mean, sure, if - I - uh -”

“I see,” said Valeria. “Do you intend to make her one of your five companions?”

“Emma?” That stopped my blabbering. “You mean, take her with me on this evil corrupted universe quest?”

Valeria nodded. 

My gaze dipped down as if on its own volition. Down her cleavage, to her carved abs, the slender thong that suggested more than concealed her sex - then I snapped my eyes back up, cheeks burning again. Damnit! “Uh, I hadn’t thought about it.”

“I’d recommend against it,” said Valeria. If she cared that I’d just blatantly ogled her she didn’t give sign. “Unless she’s skilled at fighting or has arcane capabilities? Has ample experience surviving in harsh environments? Is in peak physical condition?”

“Uh, she’s been the captain of the lacrosse team for four years,” I said. “And run varsity track, so… but no.” I blinked. What was I saying? Of course I wouldn’t take Emma with me into insane danger. Would I?

“Either way, she won’t mind if we consummate our bond,” said Valeria, moving toward me once more. “We don’t have much time, but we can establish it now if you’re willing. That will give us an edge in your first trial.”

I skipped back. “Oh, no, let’s hold off yeah? Look, I’m sorry, you’re - you’re like the most amazing woman and - and lethal and everything, but this is just too much, too soon, you know?” I felt like an idiot, couldn’t believe I was turning down Valeria after spending all of high school and most of college dreaming of getting even one drunken kiss at a stupid dorm party from anybody, really. Emma mostly, though. 

Valeria pursed her lips. “Fine. We can wait. It’s your choice. But you’re going to need to start selecting your companions soon if you’re to even survive your trials.”

“These, ah, trials. What are they about?” I edged around the tub so that it was between us. Good god, but if she put her hand on my cock one more time and rubbed me up and down like that I didn’t know if I’d have the willpower to stop her.

“Five trials,” said Valeria, turning and leaning down to pick up her clothing and armor. Muscles leaped into view along the back of her thighs, her ass checks flexed as she crouched and rose back to her feet. It made me feel faint as all the blood rushed back into my other head. “One for each companion you’re supposed to select. Trials to test your worthiness as the savior.”

“Worthiness?” I gave my head a shake, trying to focus. “But I’ve got the sword. And, uh, those symbols appeared above my head, right? Shouldn’t I be all set?”

Valeria pulled her pants up, shimmying them around her hips where they grew tight. It was fascinating to watch. I wanted to record it and play it over in slow motion later when I was alone. She tied the drawstrings, gold hair falling before her face and over her breasts, fingers nimble and quick. 

God, what those fingers could probably do.

“You’re the savior,” she said. “These trials however will test your fitness. Will show your weaknesses and how you must depend on your companions. It’s rare for a savior to fail the trials altogether, though it’s happened.”

“What happened to the one’s that failed?” I asked. “They get sent home?”

“They died,” said Valeria, and pulled her shirt on over her head. Again that mesmerizing interplay of muscles and large breasts. She yanked her shirt down and smoothed it over her abs, looking up through her curls to catch me gawking. I didn’t even bother blushing this time, just held her gaze in helpless dismay. 

“Died?”

She nodded and slung her scale mail over her shoulder. “It’s why you must choose your companions quickly and well. The wrong companions, or not selecting them in time, will see you dead.”

“Oh,” I said. I had nothing more to add. “And, uh. I’ve got sleep with all five?”

Valeria pulled her long hair back into a ponytail and set to tying it off. Holy crap but everything she did was amazing to watch. “You should. That’s if you want the maximum benefit from each bond.”

“Can I just, like, ask them to be my companions? To fight with me without the whole, you know, sleeping together bit?”

Satisfied with her hair, Valeria buckled her belt tight over her wide hips. “Sure. But why wouldn’t you forge the cosmic bond? That’s like going into a battle with a sword and refusing to draw it.”

“Right,” I said, feeling like an idiot, a prude. “But, like, could I?”

Valeria nodded. “If you want.”

“Then I’d like to have you as one of my companions,” I said. “Even if we don’t yet, uh, forge out cosmic bond, OK?”

I saw some measure of satisfaction cross her face, as if she’d won some small but vital battle. “That’s fine. I’ll stand by your side, Noah. But when you’re ready to tap my full strength, let me know. You’ll find me ready and willing.”

“Right,” I said. “Thanks. I, uh, really appreciate it.”

Her lips quirked into a half smile. “You may think you do, but you’ve no idea. Yet.” And with that she turned and strode out of the room.

I let out a deep breath that I hadn’t realized I’d been holding. Feeling a little lost and extremely overwhelmed I stepped up to one of the large windows and gazed out over the clouds once more. I didn’t crane to see the siege taking place below, but instead simply admired the cloudscape and how the setting alien sun was turning it a fiery conflagration of pinks, vermilions, and distant purples and slate blues.

“What the fuck?” I whispered, shaking my head. “What the hell is going on?”

Mechanically, knowing I had to clean off the piss before my life became any more humiliating because of that accident, I stripped and slipped into the huge copper tub. Oh man. Took about sheer bliss. My muscles unknotted, the heat worked its way into my body like insistent fingers, and I slowly sank in till I was submerged to the chin.

I closed my eyes and just lay there like a stunned frog. Took a moment to not think, not process, not try to wrap my head around the past hour. The insanity of it. The utter impossibility. I allowed my body to float in the hot water, allowed my thoughts to wander. 

Unbidden, I remembered how electric Valeria’s touch had been. Her body appeared in my mind’s eye, but my imagination took it one step further. She lay before me on a bed, her thighs parted, hand cupping one of her own large breasts, squeezing the nipple, her body covered in a sheen of sweat. Each time I slammed into her breasts jiggled and she cried out. I heard desire in her voice, a helpless need. A need for my cock inside her. Saw the lust in her eyes -

I sat up with a splash, eyes wide. I had to keep it together. My cock was so hard it was throbbing. Shit was far too crazy for me to just lie around like some high schooler fantasizing about the women he’d met. I splashed my face and rubbed it vigorously. If this was all for real, if I was some kind of savior, if there was any chance at all that I had to go on some epic and lethal quest, then I had to stay on top of my game.

I stood and soaped myself down, rubbed what I hoped was shampoo into my hair then washed it all off and stepped out of the tub. A thick, wondrous towel awaited me on a warming stone, along with a suit of clothing. For a moment I considered my blood and piss smeared outfit, then set the towel aside and tried on the new gear.

It was a vaguely ancient Greek getup, with leggings, a white, sleeveless tunic the reached mid-thigh and a broad leather belt. Leather sandals completed the get-up, though I decided to eschew the headband. 

More interesting was the scabbard. It took me an embarrassingly long amount of time to figure out how to tie it to my belt, but when I slid my sword into the sheath I felt a thrill of excitement. 

I moved to stand before a full length mirror of polished bronze. Holy crap, this was really happening. I turned from one side to the other. Sure I wasn’t a super buff athlete  who could really do the get-up proud, but I was here. In Bastion, wherever that was, with a magic sword and an epic quest to save the universe.

Me. 

Noah Kilmartin.

My shoulders slumped.

I was going to fuck this up. I’d never succeeded at doing anything noteworthy in my life. My greatest accomplishment was attending martial arts classes for all of high school, three hours each evening as I did Shotokan karate, then Okinawan jiu-jitsu, and finally either aikido or judo, alternating on a Mon/Wed and Tues/Thurs schedule. But even that I’d dropped when I’d entered university. The closest dojo had been forty five minutes away over in the next town, and even my old discipline hadn’t withstood the urge to party and talk to girls over spending each evening hitting the bag or practicing my katas.

I dropped back into my old fighting stance and examined myself in the mirror. I shrugged my shoulders, deepened my stance, and then tried a front snap kick. A couple of jabs then a spinning side kick. I tottered and nearly fell over, my balance rusty, the sword slapping against my thigh.

Shit. I dropped into my fighting stance again, and the image of my old sensei came to mind, the nicest, friendliest guy I’d ever known. Sensei Rocco, a rangy, balding Italian American with the most welcoming smile. Just imagining him there helped me steady my breath, grounded me in this surreal situation I’d fallen in. I saw him cross his arms and tuck his chin as he watched me, and I took a deep breath then tried again for a spinning side kick. 

This time I thrust right from the hips, slamming my foot nearly into the mirror itself. I snapped my leg back and fell into my combat stance, feeling both proud and a little chagrined as I nearly overbalanced again.

Two years off hadn’t done me any favors. 

Straightening up, I gave a guilty glance to where the image of Sensei Rocco had faded away. Who was I kidding? Like a spinning side kick would have done anything to that Gray Mongrel other than tick it off. 

No. What I needed to learn was how to use this blade, but there was no chance I’d be able to do so in the next few days before I had to set out.

Maybe that old lady senator had been right. Maybe we really were fucked.

Morose, I emerged from the bathroom, passed through the bedroom and stepped out into the antechamber where Emma sat on a low couch, arm flung over the couch back, ankle crossed over the knee, biting on her lower lip. She startled as I entered, straightening up.

“Noah.”

“Hey,” I said, moving to sit in a chair across a coffee table of sorts from her. “Hi.”

She looked me up down, checking out my new gear, and then blushed. Oh. Yeah. 

“Um, about that,” I said. “What you walked in on -”

“You don’t have to explain -”

“Valeria was really forward, like, she -”

“Noah, it’s fine, you’re a grown man, you can -”

“No, wait. Just let me talk, yeah? She didn’t really want to, either.” I gave a hoarse laugh. “Even in my crazy apocalyptic dreams hot girls don’t want to sleep with me. She said that we had to - uh - make love so that we could forge a cosmic bond. Something about unlocking her true potential as my companion in this upcoming quest.” I rubbed the heels of my palms into my eyes. “She said I should sleep with each of my five companions.” I dropped my hands into my lap and blinked at her. “This place is crazy.”

Emma looked away. “So why didn’t you?”

“Why didn’t I what?”

“Sleep with her.”

“Jeez Emma, no! I mean, first off, I’m still having trouble believing this is really happening. That I’m not going to wake up in a hospital and be told I was in a coma after an accident or something. And second, I’m not going to sleep with a girl who doesn’t find me remotely attractive.” I looked down at my hands, my tongue suddenly twisting over itself. “You know? I mean, she said as much. She was just willing to do it for the bond.”

“Well, if what’s happening to us is for real,” said Emma, speaking carefully as if picking a path of rocks through a rushing stream. “If you really are some kind of savior and you do have to go on a quest to save the universe, then shouldn’t you do whatever you have to do to increase your odds of success?”

I looked up. “Really? You think I should have fucked her?”

Emma buried her face in her hands and groaned. “I don’t know. I don’t know what I’m saying. I don’t know what’s happening to us. I was supposed to be on a bus right now heading to New York. I’m supposed to be meeting Jen at Penn Station in six or seven hours. I’ve got three appointments to see apartments in Brooklyn tomorrow, and - and -”

She fell silent, hiding her face, all scrunched up and miserable.

I half rose to my feet to move over and comfort her, then sat back down. There’d been a time when I was close enough to do so, when I was so comfortable in our friendship that I’d not have hesitated. But then I’d realized I really cared for Emma in a way that went beyond friends, and I’d gone with my parents to our summer cabin and when I’d returned she and Michael had hooked up and suddenly touching her was more than I could handle. And after Michael had died? I hadn’t trusted myself to do more than give her the quickest of hugs.

No. I wasn’t the right person to comfort her, not like that. Not when she’d shot me down like she’d had at the bus station. 

That memory burst forth and I rose to my feet, walking along the length of the room searching for some kind of distraction. Did she remember? Me making an ass out of myself just before everything had gone to hell?

“Noah.”

I turned to look at her. She’d dropped her hands, and her face was solemn, almost bleak. “Yeah?” I asked.

“We have to stick together, yeah? I don’t know what’s going on, but I know you, and I trust you, and we have to take care of each other, OK?”

“Of course,” I said. “But they want me to go on this crazy quest and they say it’s really dangerous…”

“I don’t know about that,” said Emma. “But we have to focus on getting back home. You to Ruddock, me to Brooklyn. We’re not supposed to be here. You saw how surprised they were when we showed up. This is a mistake. We have to find a way to go home.”

Something within me died. Some naive hope that I was actually starting out on a genuine, actual epic quest. Some childish idea that I was going to become a hero, would learn to use the sword, would battle evil, would save the world. 

That I’d mean something, to someone. 

“Yeah,” I said, looking away. “You’re right.”

“This isn’t you,” said Emma, rising to her feet and moving toward me. “This is all… “ She frowned and gave her head a sharp shake. “We have to get home. That’s what I’m saying. We have to get back.”

“Sure,” I said, voice soft. “I hear you.”

Emma took my hand in hers and searched for my gaze till I finally met her eyes. “Thank you.”

“No problem.” I pulled my hand free. “Don’t sweat it.”

To my eternal relief a knock sounded on the door. “Come in!” I called.

The door swung open and two guards stepped inside, handsome, buff dudes who could have each taken on the mantle of ‘hero’ far more convincingly than I ever could. 

“Queen Shalarra requests your presence in the council chamber, Chosen One.”

Was that sarcasm when they said my title? 

“Fine,” I said. “Lead the way.”

Emma and I followed them out the door and through an endless number of cyclopean corridors, until at last we reached our destination. Servants rushed hither and yon, and more than one group of the contestants that I’d met in the crowd outside the arena watched me pass as they lounged around, waiting.

The guards knocked on the council door and then pushed them open wide, bowing as they stepped aside. I entered, feeling a fool now in my pseudo-Greek garb. What I wouldn’t do for my AC/DC shirt. 

Shalarra was seated at the end of an oval table, around which were gathered the senator types from before, along with academic looking sages, and a few older warrior types. Valeria stood in her scale mail against the wall, arms crossed over her chest, one heel kicked up against the wall, looking bad-ass and competent and making it really hard to keep my composure.

“Welcome, savior,” said Shalarra, rising to her feet. “Our garb becomes you. I’m also pleased to learn that you have already bonded with Valeria, one of our most dedicated and talented Aspirants. She will make a wise addition to your team.”

I immediately blushed. Bonded? Did everyone here think I’d already screwed her? Valeria’s expression remained inscrutable. 

“Yeah, well, time’s of the essence, right?” When in doubt, fall back on platitudes and trite expressions. I glanced sidelong at Emma. “I’ve got a question first, though.”

Shalarra lowered herself back into her seat. “Yes?”

“Is there any way for me to go back home? I mean, if I decide not to do this whole savior thing. Can you guys send me back to Earth in one of those pods?”

Almost everyone frowned and glanced at each other, as if I’d just sat down at a fine steak restaurant and asked for McDonalds.

“Why?” This from a gruff looking older general type, his hair gray like iron and his face just as hard. “You thinking of running?”

I glanced at Emma again, who gave me an encouraging nod. “Not necessarily. Just… you know. Checking my options.”

“Well,” said Shalarra, her voice rich with disapproval. “If you decided you wished to withdraw and leave the universe to collapse before the onslaught of perversion and evil - if you could possibly be that short sighted - then yes, we could send you home.”

“Right,” I said, staring at the table’s surface. “OK, good to know. Um. So what did you want to tell me?”

There was an uncomfortable silence as the gathered folks processed my question, and then Shalarra gathered herself. “This council has been convened to both explain the nature of your quest and your upcoming trials as well as answer any questions you might have. Gathered around this table are the wisest that remain to us, our greatest heroes, our most subtle minds. It is our duty to prepare you as best we can for what is to come.”

This isn’t you, I heard Emma say in my mind and felt a deep, burning shame. She fundamentally didn’t think I could do this. That I could actually be a hero. Resentment and humiliation warred within me. She’d never seen me as Michael’s equal, and though we’d all been the same age she’d always treated me like a younger brother. 

“The universe is structured on a metaphysical level,” began Shalarra. “The tree of life is a series of processes that converted the primal, spontaneous creative energy of Kether into the material life that we understand around us. Those processes work on many levels; they are planes of existence that you may travel to, they are spiritual resonances that affect every dimension, and they are concepts that work as philosophical guides to those seeking enlightenment and harmony.”

“Uh huh,” I said, leaning back in my chair and tapping my fingers on the table’s edge. Emma hadn’t even thanked me for saving her life. I mean, sure, the whole encounter had resulted in our being shoved into a supremely weird alternate reality, but I had saved her life. And what had she done? Cut me down a peg and demanded I take her home.

“There are eleven such spheres,” said Shalarra. “All but Kether have fallen to Lilith, and are now corrupted and lost to us. We are the last. If we fall, the universe falls with us.”

“I hadn’t noticed all this evil back home,” I said. “I mean, things seemed pretty normal back there given that everything’s apparently gone to hell.”

Shalarra narrowed her eyes. She clearly didn’t like my tone. Too bad. “Your world is doing well, I take it? Nature is thriving?”

I thought of climate change. Of how many species were going extinct. About the pollution of the ocean and the Trash Island in the Pacific. Deforestation, overfishing, the melting of the poles, sea level rise, the increase in the number of hurricanes, forest fires, and draughts. “Um. OK, maybe not the natural side of things.”

“And equality amongst people? Wealth is being distributed evenly amongst the masses? All your nations are at peace? The production of weapons of war is declining, and nations are instead working in harmony toward the greater good?”

“Um. Yeah, not that so much either.”

“I could go on. But perhaps you should rethink how well your world is doing. Perhaps it does reflect that greater universal corruption more than you think.”

That got my attention. I frowned and sat up. “You’re saying the corruption of these, uh, spheres… is directly influencing my home? Planet Earth?”

“All planets,” said my favorite crone lady from before. “Though many have fallen to the corruption directly. My own, for example, consumed when Tiphareth was corrupted and become Tagimron. Most worlds have already been lost. You are fortunate that your own still exists, corrupted as it may be.”

“That’s… I mean, you’re saying if Bastion falls, if this Lilith lady captures Kether, then my own planet will be corrupted?”

“You’re not too quick, are you lad?” asked the crone. “Is your world inside the universe? Yes. Did we not say the whole universe is at stake? We did. Therefore?”

I slumped back. “Wow. OK.” I looked over to Emma. She was frowning, clearly upset. 

“Now,” said Shalarra, picking up the reins of the conversation once more. “Your goal is to pick a path through the different spheres to reach the corrupted realm of Lilith and there slay her. Which path you pick will be for you to decide; there are a half dozen ways to reach her realm. But before you can do so you must pass your trials here on Kether and select your five companions.”

“Right,” I said, resentment washing over me once more. “’Select’ in quotation marks.”

Shalarra raised an eyebrow. “Do you disapprove of the act of copulation?”

“No,” I said, perhaps little more intensely than I meant to. “It’s just the whole being forced to copulate part that I’m not a fan of.”

The general guy laughed. “You get to pick, boy. There are tens of thousands of young warriors who would murder to be in your position. You have the choice of the finest warriors in all the surviving worlds to select as your partners. The most beautiful, talented, lethal and willing women and men. If you can’t find five partners amongst them that you’re willing to fuck, then I don’t know what to tell you.”

Valeria was staring straight ahead, a band of muscle over her the joint of her jaw. Shit. I’d kind of put my foot in it.

“Fine, fine,” I muttered. “Say I find five women to join my team and we, ah, bond. Then what?”

“For each partner you choose you must face a trial,” said Shalarra. “With Valeria your first chosen, you are ready to enter your trial as soon as you leave this council.”

“What, already?” I sat up. “You mean, like, straight away?”

“You have twelve hours to find a new partner and pass each trial,” said Shalarra. “Once you pass your first, you must present yourself with two partners to face your second within twelve hours, or forfeit and damn the universe with you.”

I have to admit that I broke out into a cold sweat. “That’s - I had no idea this would be so sudden -”

“Have you looked outside, boy?” barked the general. “Have you not seen the massed hundreds of thousands that assault us? It may seem peaceful up here at the peak of Bastion, but below our forces are sacrificing themselves by the hour to buy you time. So yes, damn it all, you will find your companions, you will pass your trials, then you will set to killing Lilith before our brave soldiers are all dead and Bastion falls!”

I gulped. I hated being shouting at. I mean, most people didn’t like it, but I was the kind of person that would replay the shouted words over and over again in my mind long after, trying to come to terms with the harsh ugliness of the experience. 

This isn’t you.

I gave him a trembling nod. “All right. Twelve hours. Got it. How, ah, do I find these new partners? There a system in place?”

“There are a variety of ways,” said the elderly bearded senator, Taniel, his tone almost soothing. “Some choose to examine those who lead the glory or wisdom ladders. Others depend on personal chemistry. Some fall back on chance, or enact their private systems with which to find candidates. There is no right or wrong answer. The process itself is part of the test.”

“Great,” I said. “So, what are these trials like?”

“Nobody knows,” said Shalarra darkly. “Each trial is unique to the contestants, and each is devised by the power of Kether itself. What is known is that no two trials are alike, and all will test you and your companions to your limits.”

Valeria pushed off the wall. “I’ll stand by your side, come what may. You can count on me, savior.”

“Noah,” I said. “Please, everyone. If we’re going to do this, I can’t have you guys calling me savior all the time. Just Noah. That’s all I am, yeah?”

“Noah,” said Valeria with a smile. I was surprised at how much that smile warmed me up.

“Any questions?” asked Shalarra. 

“Too many,” I said, rising to my feet. “My head’s spinning. Qlipoth and Lilith and traveling through the spheres and picking a path and - yeah. Too much. I’ll instead focus on this trial that’s coming up. If I pass that, then maybe I’ll have some more questions lined up.”

A chime sounded, crystalline and pure, and the great door at the far end of the room began to glow a radiant white.

“Very well,” said Shalarra, and rose to her feet. Everyone else did the same, Emma standing dead last. “Then proceed. The Savior’s First Trial begins.”

“Noah’s First Trial,” said Valeria, moving to stand beside me. She took my hand and gave it a reassuring squeeze. “Ready?”

“No,” I said, and then despite myself, despite the terror that was coursing through me and the erratic pounding of my heart, I gave her a crooked smile back. “But let’s do it anyway.”

I drew my sword. Valeria unslung her double-headed ax, and together we stepped through the glowing door.

 


Chapter 4

 


 

I drew my sword as I stepped through the doorway, relishing how smoothly it slipped free. Its curved blade was without any flames or magic auras, but it still felt utterly lethal in my hands, as if one wrong move could see me lop off my own leg by accident. Damn but I wish I’d taken some of those kendo classes. The closest I’d come to swordplay was a little practice in aikido and monkeying around with the wooden practice blades between classes at the dojo.

Valeria unshouldered her great ax. It was a proper Conan the Barbarian weapon, its twin moon blades gleaming menacingly, their faces inscribed with the same geometric patterns that were tattooed across her thighs, arms and back. Though it had to weigh quite a lot she held it easily, the muscles of her right arm flaring into view each time she adjusted her grip. 

Damn. I’d hate to see how much damage she could do with that thing.

Actually, let me revise that: I couldn’t wait to find out.

The door let out into a hallway. I’d not known what to expect, but a featureless corridor of gray stone wasn’t it. We both stopped, listening as we peered into the featureless distance. It seemed to extend into infinity.

“So, uh, is this normal?” I was already breathing hard, adrenaline burning in my veins. Sensei Rocco’s admonition to fight for calm came back to me, and I made an effort to slow my breath.

“I don’t know,” said Valeria. She was calm as fuck. “I’ve never been through one of these. They’re all different.”

“OK. Any advice? Anything you’ve picked up?”

She began to walk forward, moving slowly, cautiously, as if ready for a trap to go off at any moment. I followed a half step behind. “The trials are meant to test the bond between the savior and his companion. My strength is clearly martial, so I’d imagine we’ll be tested with combat. Speaking of which. Do you have any training of any kind?”

The way she asked it made me bristle. As if she fully expected me to say no. As if she’d asked me if I’d been potty trained yet. 

Which, given how I’d pissed myself last time, would have been a fair question, unfortunately.

“Three years of martial arts,” I said, inordinately proud to have something to offer. “A combination of striking and grappling.”

“Any actual combat besides the Gray Mongrel?”

“No,” I said. “Three tournaments when I was younger. But they were pretty small deals. I won all of them, but it was only ever against local dojos, like, three fights each to win.”

“That’s something,” said Valeria. “Winning shows you have drive and focus. Good.”

I felt like a puppy that had been patted on the head after being ignored all morning. If I’d had a tail I’d have wagged the fuck out of it. Still, heroic saviors weren’t supposed to grin like idiots, so I forced myself to scowl and try to look tough, and then felt even sillier for it.

“Any training with a sword?” asked Valeria.

My pride wilted. “No.”

She stopped and half turned to me. “All right. A few basic pieces of advice.” She considered my grip, my stance, and then shook her head as if deciding to skip years of fundamentals for the most essential points.

“You’re going to focus on staying alive. Simply back away when you can. Parry and block if forced to. Don’t attack, don’t expose yourself to danger. Let me do the killing. Keep your feet on the ground. Slide them around so that you don’t lose your balance. Keep your blade before you, both hands on the hilt, point up.”

Again she paused, and I saw a helpless indecision cross her features. How to compress the essentials of swordplay into a minute’s worth of advice? She grimaced and then sighed. “Just focus on that, all right? Feet on the ground, sword up, stay out of danger. I’ll do the rest.”

“You sound pretty confident.” 

She smiled, and it was the first time I’d seen her look remotely smug. “I am. Ready?”

“Do I have a choice?”

“That’s the spirit. Stay close.” She resumed prowling forward, ax held out to the side, both hands on the haft. I followed close behind, gliding my feet over the floor.

The silence was unnerving. The wait was starting to get to me. I was sweating much more than I should have, and my heart was still racing. Each time I lost my focus my breathing would speed up, and my palms were slick. I already felt like I’d run a mile, and all I’d done was walk some twenty yards down an empty hallway.

This isn’t you.

I scowled and tightened my grip on the sword. Three years of listening to Sensei Rocco were within me. Three years of learning to focus on my body, to being at ease within it. To controlling what it did, making it align with my thoughts and instincts. Sure my reflexes and instincts were dulled by a couple of years without practice, but it wasn’t all gone. Was it?

I shot Valeria nervous glances. When I said she prowled forward I meant it: she looked like a lioness moving toward unaware prey. She gave off both a sense of lightness and coiled focus; her gaze swept slowly from side to side, and I couldn’t even hear her breathing. I felt a burst of relief to have her here with me. 

“Corridor opens up ahead,” she said, voice low. “See?”

It had changed. A moment ago it had stretched out toward infinity, but now it ended in a large chamber some thirty or forty yards ahead. It was dimly lit, and I got a sense of space but little more.

My heart rate doubled and I felt a flash of annoyance. It’s just a room. Calm the fuck down!

Valeria continued to stalk forward, head moving slightly from side to side as she tried to peer into the different angles of the room ahead. I cast nervous glances behind us. My hair was already matted with sweat. I wiped each palm on my tunic to dry them. 

The room was large and carved out of golden sandstone. Golden light filtered from sconces high above, illuminating the different levels that rose and fell before us. There were three pillars ahead, each about ten yards tall, with steps spiraled around their sides. A straight path was cut through the alternating levels and led to a golden door. That was clearly our goal, but getting there was going to be a bitch.

Wizened little men with gray skin were perched atop each pillar, a short bow in hand. Each looked to be about three feet tall, their backs hunched, their faces contorted into caricatures so that they looked more like Halloween boggles than anything remotely human. They were waiting patiently, shifting their weight, one of them scratching at his scalp with the tip of an arrow.

As if that wasn’t bad enough, four more of the little goblin dudes stood in a clump before the golden door. Each held a rusted scimitar and a small shield. They looked bored but nervous, muttering to each other and kicking their toes into the sandstone. One took a couple of experimental slashes with scimitar and nearly tripped, causing the others to laugh.

Valeria drew back until we were a safe distance away. “Tricky.”

“Looks like I’m going to have to do more than just glide away from enemies.”

“Agreed.” She bit her lower lip, brow furrowing as she thought. For some reason that lip bite made her look even hotter; I felt my dick stir as the thought of her going down on me flashed through my mind. Fucking concentrate!

“We have to fight from cover,” said Valeria, oblivious to my perving on her. “The bowmen are going to stay up top and will seek to hit us as we move forward. Thus we’ll move from cover to cover, using the different heights of the levels across the room to our advantage.”

“So we leave the path then.”

“Yes. A direct approach would allow them to loose two arrows at us each before we even reached the other group. I’m sure there’s a single path through the room that keeps us protected for the majority of the time. We’ll simply have to find it.”

“OK. We go in, we find cover. Then we make our way to the door and kill the four dudes and escape?”

She gave me a smile that was equal parts fond and pitying. “No. We need to dispatch the archers before fighting the other four, or we’ll be shot down from behind as we fight.”

“Oh. Right. So - how do we do that?”

“My hunch is that the ground group will stay by the door to protect it. Therefore we’ll move through cover to the first pillar which I’ll climb and slay the archer, stealing his bow as I do so. I’ll then drop the other two from cover, opening up an avenue to charge the main group.”

“You can do that? Climb the column without going around and using the steps?”

“I’ll try. If the stone’s too smooth, I’ll race up the steps as fast I can, and hope I move too quickly for the goblins to hit me.”

I gulped. The thought of Valeria being peppered with arrows and falling to her death was equal parts sobering and terrifying. 

“Ready?”

“I - yeah. I think I am.”

“Not good enough.” She grabbed me by the jaw and pulled my face in so that her green eyes stared right into mine. “We’re going in there to kill those bastards and get through that golden door. No hesitation. No doubt. No mercy. Are you ready to do whatever needs to be done?”

“Yeah,” I croaked. 

She nodded and released me. “Now is the time to prove yourself, Noah. Man up.”

This isn’t you.

I rubbed my jaw and took a deep breath. My stomach was quivering, my hands were jittery, and I felt vaguely nauseous. I was going to go into a room where other creatures were waiting to kill me. This wasn’t a video game. This wasn’t paintball. This was for fucking real, and all I had was a long piece of sharp metal with which to defend myself.

My breathing grew more tight and my stomach felt as if it were full of oil-slicked butterflies. 

“Noah?” I could hear the concern in her voice.

“You know what? I need a moment,” I said. “That OK?”

“You can do this,” said Valeria.

“I know. That’s not what I mean. Here, just hold on for a second.” I lowered myself to the ground and knelt in a seiza position. We’d started each karate class this way, lined up before Sensei Rocco, heels tucked under our asses, hands folded in our laps, backs straight. At first I’d thought it a waste of time, the three minutes we’d sit in silence, eyes closed, but by the second year I’d come to appreciate this moment of centering. 

Sensei Rocco would explain to us that upon stepping onto the mat we left the outside world outside. That we left everything off the mat except for our focus and our practice, and those three minutes of meditation were meant to help us do so.

I inhaled deeply and folded my hands in my lap. My knees immediately began to ache where they were grinding into the stone. My ankles hurt from stretching out under my ass. Shit, two years without practice had really hurt. 

Still, I closed my eyes and took a deep, shaky breath. Held it. Then slowly released. I thought of the old dojo. The massive practice mat that stretched from wall to wall, blue as a California swimming pool. The wall of mirrors across the back. Sensei’s desk in the corner, where he’d be sitting and grinning at us as we’d walk in, making you feel as if he’d been waiting all this time just for you to arrive.

Another deep breath. My legs were aching something fierce. My heart was still racing. My stomach still fluttered. But I just focused on my breath. Slow and steady. Kept my eyes closed. Thought of my sensei, kneeling before us, placid and at ease, content and ready to practice once the three minutes were up.

My breath slowed. My thoughts stilled. 

Finally I opened my eyes. I hadn’t entered a state of complete Zen-like calm, but I felt better. More centered. About as ready as I was going to get.

I stiffly climbed to my feet, shaking out my feet to bring feeling back into them, and picked up my blade. Valeria was looking at me a little differently - was that a measure of respect in her eyes? She gave me a nod. I nodded back, and we crept to the entranceway.

It was as before. We crouched and examined the approach. There was a lip off to our left we could hop onto, leaving the straight path, and then work our way just under a higher ledge toward the first column. 

Valeria took a deep breath and held up three fingers. Dropped one. Dropped the last, and then burst forward.

I dashed after her, my skin crawling, my vision narrowing to just her back, the room suddenly over bright. She leaped easily onto the lip of rock then ran hunched over along the higher ledge. I did the same, but with far less grace; I felt like my limbs had suddenly turned to wood, and focused hard on not dropping my sword with my buttery fingers.

Harsh cries of alarm rang out. Valeria hopped down onto a lower level. The room reminded me of that Giant’s Causeway in Ireland, with all the raised plinths and lower areas. An arrow bounced off the rock to my left, spinning away and out of sight, and I nearly squawked out loud. 

I hopped down after Valeria and huddled against the wall. A safe zone. Which also meant I couldn’t see any of the enemy. I looked desperately from side to side until a memory of combat came back to me from the dojo: when surrounded on all sides, calm the fuck down and just gaze in one direction. You can’t keep all angles covered. So I stopped looking around like a madman and turned to Valeria.

“Stay here,” she said. “I’m going for the column. It’s just over that high ridge there.”

“OK,” I said. “Good luck.”

She flashed me a smile which made her look fucking bad-ass and hopped up onto the next level and ran. 

I squatted down, sword held tightly in both hands, and listened intently. More shouts. Were some of them closer? The echoes in here were weird. I turned and craned my neck, trying to spot the column in question. No dice. I’d have to climb up higher to see over the protective edge. Even I knew that’d be a bad idea. The goblin was probably waiting for me to do just that.

An excited shout to my left, and I spun, heart rising into my throat at the sight of two of the goblin dudes. They’d rounded the corner and were grinning viciously as they now approached.

I know this might sound weird but they looked so damn real. Up close I could see the texture of their skin, how their large teeth yellowed at the base, the rust on their blades. My vision was hyper focused. Tunnel vision, I realized, backing away, casting nervous looks up to make sure I wasn’t moving into the column’s range. 

They split up, moving to flank me. As one they hopped down onto my lower ledge. There was a wiry strength to them, their bodies lean and sinewy, with muscles like cables beneath their iron gray skin. Their eyes gleamed with cunning and cruel intent. They meant to cut me apart. They were going to try to kill me.

I couldn’t breathe. My pulse was roaring in my ears. I held my blade before me and hated how it shook. 

This isn’t you.

Oh god Emma had been right. What the hell was I doing here? 

And that’s when my blade caught fire. White flame rushed up its length like a gas broiler turning on, a subtle whoomph that I felt in my wrists as much as heard.

That gave the goblins pause. Their grins went down a couple of notches, and they glanced at each other, suddenly unsure.

Instinct honed in countless mock combats on my dojo’s tatami took hold, and I yelled in terror as I lunged at the closest one, spearing my blade right at his face like I might throw a jab.

He screamed in panic and fell backward, dropping his sword as he tumbled onto a lower level.

Movement to my left. I spun, whipping the blade around wildly, and more by luck than anything else parried an attack. I knocked the second goblin’s blade wide and then let off a forward kick, a quick snap from the knee that caught him the chest just hard enough to knock him stumbling back.

The guy was tough - it felt like kicking a heavy punching bag. He caught his balance easily on his bandy legs and slashed at me with his scimitar.

Don’t parry or block. 

I leaped back, stumbled, and nearly fell.

Keep your feet on the ground.

Right!

The second goblin was hauling himself back up onto our level. I lunged and stomped on his fingers. He screamed and fell back down, and then the other goblin was on me, hacking and slashing with abandon.

I screamed again and jumped away, gliding be damned, back pedaling and keeping my sword out before me. He slapped his blade against it several times, trying to knock it out of my hand, but I kept backing up and he couldn’t get in close enough.

Until I hit the end of my ledge. Two options: climb up higher or stand my ground.

The goblin grinned at me and did this lazy twirl of his blade in his hand that looked pretty intimidating. Like this wasn’t his first time picking up a sword. He glanced over to his friend who was now squirming back up onto our level and backed up a bit, giving his buddy time to join him.

Shit shit shit. 

I lunged forward again, a straight stab to his face, terror making me feel as if my chest were going to rupture open. 

The goblin screamed in surprise and parried my blade, knocking it aside, but I kept coming. Despite all my years of training I launched a sloppy roundhouse punch at his head, breaking every rule my sensei had drilled into my head. 

And miracle of miracles, it hit. 

My knuckles crunched into the goblin’s temple and immediately I felt something crunch in my wrist. Still, it knocked the gobbo stumbling aside. Not knowing what I was doing, I slashed my blade into his neck, opening up a shallow wound. He screamed again, planted a hand to the cut, and then I stabbed him full in the stomach, ramming the blade home.

He croaked and stiffened, eyes going wide as he stared up at me. Killing him was the single most harrowing experience of my life. Only a foot separated us, and his eyes stared right into mine. The whole world seemed to fall away leaving just the two of us, and then he swung his scimitar at my head.

I let go of my blade as I ducked and threw myself away. Panic made me clumsy, and I fell on my ass as the goblin collapsed onto his side, my blade still plunged in his gut, blood flooding out of the wound and over his hand.

I felt like I was going to be sick. I couldn’t catch my breath. I stared at the goblin as he sat there, blood outlining his teeth as he grimaced in pain.

His buddy stepped up next to him, stared down at the wound in horror, then snarled and leaped at me. I cried out and rolled away, but though I dodged the first blow the second one cut open a deep gash down my hip and thigh.

Hot wetness ran down my leg as pain exploded up my side. I purposefully threw myself off the ledge to a lower level, landing hard, and then climbed to my feet as the goblin hopped down to join me.

I sank into my old fighting stance, facing him side on to present less of a target, legs bent, my wounded one making it hard to take my weight. Sheer adrenaline kept me on my feet. The goblin waved his scimitar from side to side, toying at me, then flicked out an experimental slash.

I backed up.

But something within me changed. I felt a furious calm descend over my panic. This was for real. I was going to die if I fucked up. I had to kill this guy. There wasn’t any room for hesitation. For doubt. I caught my breath and held it. Stared at him with such intensity that his smile faded then was replaced by a growl as he lunged forward.

Time didn’t slow down like in the movies. No bullet time. My body moved of its own accord. He swung his scimitar at a downward diagonal. I moved inside his range of attack, nearly falling as my leg gave way, but raised my arm for a classic block against his wrist. At the same time I thrust my open hand into his throat, catching his windpipe in the webbing of my hand between thumb and forefinger. Slammed it home with enough force that I crushed his windpipe.

It happened so quickly. Bam bam and it was done. He choked and dropped his blade. It slapped against my shoulder before falling to the ground. I staggered back and fell, my leg giving out from under me. The goblin grabbed at his neck with both hands, eyes bulging out, shoulders heaving. 

I sat there with no thought in my mind as I watched him choke to death. It took him maybe thirty seconds. He fell to his knees then toppled onto his side. Kicked and thrashed and then lay still.

Cries of anger. I looked up. The other two goblins from the doorway had appeared. They stared at the dead goblin with my sword in its gut, then down at the other one. Their eyebrows went up, and when they turned to me I saw a deadly intent settle on them, a determined wariness to kill me without making the mistakes their buddies had.

I tried to stand up. The effort caused new waves of pain to pulse out from the gash in my leg and fresh blood to pour forth. My left hand was aching, my fingers twisted from where I’d punched the first goblin in the temple. 

Gorge rising, I fought my way to my feet. There was no way I could take these guys on. I backed up. They hopped down to face me and spread out. No grins. No taunting swipes. 

They were pure business, and they meant to kill me as quickly and efficiently as possible.

 


Chapter 5

 


 

One of the goblins’ heads snapped to the side as if he’d been kicked in the jaw. An arrow stuck out from his temple, and he completed his spin, falling and dead before he hit the ground.

Then Valeria was there, leaping into the air from two ridges above, ax clasped in both hands and pulled behind her back as she fell from above like an exquisite vision of death. The surviving goblin and I both stared, transfixed. 

She fell upon the goblin like a Valkyrie summoned from ancient Nordic myth. Her ax flashed as she cleaved the goblin’s shoulder and arm clean from his body, passing all the way through to sink an inch into the sandstone.

Blood erupted from the mortal wound, a wave of gore unlike anything I’d ever seen, bathing Valeria’s side as she tore her ax free with a cry of rage and still gripping it with both hands slammed it into the goblin’s side. Such was her speed that he’d only started toppling over. 

The ax cut right into his gut, sinking in to his navel, lifting him off his feet. Stuck as he was on the ax, his weight brought her weapon down to the ground with him. Valeria placed a booted foot on his chest and tore her ax free, muscles writhing up her arms and causing her scale mail to flex as if it were dragonhide upon her body.

I stood, frozen, amazed, as she turned to search out new prey. Her chest was heaving, deep, controlled breaths as she considered the two goblins I’d killed, and then she turned to fix me with her deep emerald gaze. “You’re hurt.”

“Yeah,” I said, not knowing what else to say. “That was…”

“The others are dead,” she said, moving to my side. “We’re safe but we need to get you through the door.”

I was feeling really light headed all of a sudden. Blood loss? “The door? Can I just sit for a bit?”

“Passing through the door will heal you,” she said. “Get your sword. I can’t touch it.”

“Oh, sure.” Everything felt very far away. She helped me limp over to the dead gobbo from whose gut I pulled the blade. It was an eerie feeling. He stared up at nothing, expression frozen. 

“This way.” She was almost tall enough to put her arm around my shoulders, but instead she wrapped it around my waist and helped me hobble back to the straight path. God she was strong. Without effort she helped me up and then across, then lowered me to the path. 

My leg gleamed red. I stared down at the slash. It was an inch deep. I’d never stared into my body like this. The meat and white layer of fat under the skin and blood welling up continuously like some deep raspberry sauce. 

“I shouldn’t have left you like that,” she said, voice low and bitter. “By the gods and the Crown, you nearly died.”

She was shaking, I realized. Her eyes were glassy with tears. “Hey, it’s OK.”

“You’re the bloody savior and I nearly let two goblins kill you. It’s not OK. It’s far from OK.”

We hobbled down the center of the room. Atop one distant pillar I could make out the feet of a dead goblin, toes pointing toward the ceiling. The other pillar was cleared of its archer. 

I knew I should say something but I felt really, really weird. A massive adrenaline crash, maybe. Plus I’d lost half a paddling pool worth of blood. And nearly died. But still I sought something to say to Valeria. Nothing came. 

We reached the door and without ceremony she kicked it hard in the center, sending it flying open. Without hesitating she pulled me through, into a field of glowing white light.

Fire played over me, and in its burn my pain was seared away. Then we stumbled through to the other side where another crowd was waiting. At the sight of us they let out a wild cheer, and Queen Shalarra stepped forward to embrace me close.

My thoughts were spinning and in confusion I hugged her back, then stepped away to examine my hip and thigh. The cut was gone. My left hand was healed, the knuckles no longer split. I was healed. I was healthy. I was fine.

I let out a laugh of pure relief and joy. I’d nearly died but we’d come through! I’d killed two motherfucking goblins by myself! We’d done it!

Valeria wore a pained smile on her face, the kind of expression that you adopted when you knew you had no choice but still felt like shit. Queen Shalarra was going to say something, but instead I raised my hands and stepped forward.

The crowd quietened, and Shalarra nodded, clearly pleased with my initiative. Several hundred people focused on me, and the silence was sudden and almost intimidating.

“We did it,” I said, voice weak with surprise at my own boldness. A cheer went up then quickly died away so I could keep going. “We fought a team of goblins. Three archers and four - uh - ground troops, I guess you’d call them. It was a tough fight, but I never had any doubt we’d do great. Want to know why?”

People leaned forward, eyebrows raised. Valeria was listening, eyes wide though her lips were pursed. 

“Because I had a true warrior by my side. If I’m to be your savior, then I know I have to depend on true companions. I know my life’s going to depend on making the right choice, and this trial showed me I’ve chosen wisely. Valeria was a fucking lioness in there. She saved my life. She’s a true companion, and with her by my side I just know we’re going to kick some serious Lilith butt.”

The cheer this time was wilder, but it was Valeria’s expression that was my true reward. She blushed, reached up to curl a strand of golden hair behind an ear, then grinned and actually looked embarrassed. 

“To Valeria!” I yelled, and raised my magic sword. “A true companion!”

“Valeria!” roared the crowd. “Valeria!”

She blushed furiously now, almost hunching her shoulders, her grin becoming a shy smile, and then she laughed and raised her hands, accepting the acclamation. A moment later she stepped up to me and hugged me tight, causing my back to pop in several places, then took my hand and raised it high alongside hers.

And man, if it didn’t feel fucking amazing to have a crowd cheer you on after going through a life or death situation. I beamed like a fool, as if I’d already saved the universe, and my eyes teared up with emotion. I laughed shakily and sheathed my sword. Shalarra gestured for me to follow her, which we did, leaving the crowd behind. People patted my shoulder and shook my hand as I moved on. I tell you, I felt like a celebrity. 

A moment later Shalarra closed the door behind us, cutting the sound to a dim buzz, and then turned to smile at where we both stood. 

“Well done. Well done indeed. The first test is at once the easiest and hardest. Easiest because your trials only grow in severity as your team grows, but the hardest because it’s the one that unworthy saviors fail first. You passed, both of you, and are one step closer to assuming the mantle of your destiny.”

My heard was thudding and I felt awesome, so all I did was give a nod. Heck yeah.

“Now, you have twelve hours to find your second companion and report back here for your next trial. I urge you to sleep during that time, because though you might feel well right now, the trials deplete your reserves and you must enter your next test at full strength.”

“Sure thing,” I said.

“Do you have a second companion in mind?” asked Shalarra.

I thought immediately of Emma and then shook my head. “No one yet.”

“Everyone knows that you will be actively seeking. Many will throw themselves at you, seek to impress you. Others will wait and judge. Remember, the time between challenges is as much part of the trial as the challenges themselves. Choose wisely. Fortunately you already have Valeria here to guide you.”

“Right,” I said. I looked sidelong at Valeria, who gave me an encouraging nod. “Shall I get started?”

“Yes. I will dispatch guards to locate you when there is one hour left to go. I will not allow you to doom us all by being tardy. Understood?”

“Sure,” I said, trying not to bristle. “I doubt I’ll forget.”

“Good. Then may the blessings of the Source be upon you, Noah. Good luck. I’ll leave you here to plan your next move.” And so saying, Shalarra stepped outside and closed the door behind her.

“You didn’t have to do that,” said Valeria, voice quiet, almost shy. “What you said outside the challenge.”

I tried to act cool and moved to sit on the edge of the table. “Why not? I was serious. You earned it. You saved my ass in there.”

“Sure, but I also left you in danger.” She leaned against the table next to me, arms crossed over her generous chest. 

“You had to tackle those archers. I don’t see any other way we could have gone about it. And sure we guessed that the ground crew was going to stay by the door and got that wrong, but what can you do? We did our best, and we won through. That’s all that matters as far as I’m concerned.”

She studied me. “You’ve changed. Already. You weren’t this confident just an hour ago.”

“Yeah, well.” I tried not to blush and look away. “I just killed a couple of goblins and got a standing ovation. I guess I’m riding a high.”

“You did very well,” she said. “Mind telling me about the fight?”

So I did. I described it as best I could, though I was surprised at how the details all flowed together in my memory. What I remembered best was the feeling of panic and terror. The gut churning fear of dying. But I recounted the play by play, and when I was done I gave her a rueful grin.

“When those last two goblins showed up I was sure I was done for. Then you showed up, and man. That leap you did? You had to have dropped some three or four yards right on that guy. And you cut his damn arm off! I didn’t even know that was possible.” 

Valeria matched my smile. “I’ve been training for some time.”

“No kidding. This what you’ve always wanted to be?”

“Not so much,” she said. “When my parents died I was entered into a monastic order of warrior priestesses. It was a great honor. An ancient and storied order. I trained to battle the monsters of my world, but when my world fell…” Her expression clouded over. “It was a… difficult time. But I fought through with many of my sisters. They fell one by one, till I was the last. I stood on the Silver Caravel and prepared to sell my life dearly. I was badly hurt. I’d been fighting, trying to survive for over eighteen months by that point. I was ready for the struggle, the pain to be done with.”

She hugged herself tightly, inhaling as she did so, and I touched her shoulder before realizing I was going to do so. She flashed me a grateful smile. “The Crown saved me then. Not everyone here was chosen in such manner, but the Source saw fit to pluck me from that endless plain of monsters and bring me here to become an Aspirant. That was… six months ago now. I’ve done nothing but train and prepare for this moment since.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I gave her shoulder a gentle squeeze through her scale mail. “Well, I’m glad you’re here. I’m glad we’ve teamed up. I meant what I said out there. With you I think I really have a chance at this whole savior thing.”

I sensed her hesitate, then she rolled off the table to stand before me, her thighs almost touching my knees. She gazed at me through the curtain of her curled, ruddy gold hair, her eyes smoldering. 

Oh man, I may be slow on the uptake but even I sensed that shift. My breath caught. I became supremely aware of the distance between us. How little there was.

“Noah,” she said, voice soft, husky. 

“Valeria,” I responded, throat dry.

No more words. Her eyes were locked on mine. She leaned forward, bringing her face close to mine. Slowly. Giving me time to pull away.

I didn’t.

Her lips brushed my own. A faintest whisper of contact, but it sent a shiver through my whole body. Her hair brushed my cheeks as she leaned in again, kissing me more fully. I kissed her back, pressing forward, into her. Slid my hand up to cup her cheek as she turned her head to kiss me more passionately, her tongue probing at my mouth.

Perhaps it was having passed the trial. Some primal thing about killing a foe. Having seen her in combat, saving my life, a lioness who had dedicated her life to me. Her strange and beguiling blend of strength and hesitation. But I suddenly wanted her more than anything. Needed her.

She stepped back with a shaky laugh, a half step. I reached for her then drew back; she undid the same clasps as before, but this time slowly, holding my gaze as she undid each one. Her armor sagged on her frame, hinting at the sculpted curves beneath. 

I leaned on both arms, my cock straining against my leggings, obvious as all get out but I didn’t care. I watched as Valeria let her armor slide free, revealing her cotton shift and leggings. She reached up, grasped her shirt by the sides and pulled it off, her breasts rising as she did so, her rib cage expanding to reveal her carved abs. She tossed the shirt aside, shook her hair out, and smiled.

And it was this smile the slayed me. There was something nervous to it, as if she was no longer so sure of herself, as if something more was at stake here than last time. 

That’s when it hit me. She was really present, feeling this moment, wanting it like I did. After our fight together, our victory, my speech, something had changed, a wall had gone down, a need of her own had been lit.

She shimmied out of her leggings then stepped back in close. Hesitant, reaching for me, then making up her mind and taking hold of my shirt. I let her pull it up over my head and leaned in to kiss her once it was gone. She ran her hands down my back and I felt a pang of remorse - if only I was as ripped as she was, if only there were real muscles back there for her to trace - but she didn’t seem to care.

She scratched me lightly as we kissed, and then I pulled her in tight so that she pressed her full breasts against me. I kissed her neck. She tasted salty, her scent delicious. She tilted up her chin and then as I kissed a trail down to her chest she took hold of her sports bra thing, untucked it from under her large breasts then pulled it free.

Holy crap. I’d never been this close to perfection. Her breasts were full and firm, and for a moment I had no idea what to do. I was just overwhelmed with desire, so she laughed huskily and kissed me again, grinding her chest slowly from side to side against my skin so that I felt her hard nipples rub against me.

I groaned and pushed her back slightly so I could take one in my mouth. It was impulsive, a need, and then I had her nipple between my lips. It was hard and she moaned as I licked and worked it with my tongue, tracing the full curvature of her breasts as I sucked and moved from one breast to the other. 

My cock was throbbing almost painfully. I might be the universe’s savior but that didn’t mean I could suddenly last forever. 

Sensing my need Valeria pulled me away from the table and bent over it, her breasts pressing out to the sides as she leaned down and looked over her shoulder, an inviting gleam in her eye.

I ran my fingertips down the geometric tattoos on her back then took hold of her thong and pulled it free. It caught for a moment between her ass cheeks then dropped and was gone. 

I almost had a heart attack. Her ass was full and toned, but the smell of arousal that came from her trimmed pussy near drove me wild. I struggled out of my leggings, desperately trying to haul them off and cursed as I nearly lost my balance. I kicked them away and moved up right behind her. 

Valeria was watching me over her shoulder, biting her lower lip, and that expression caused my cock to shudder. I took hold of it and slowly rubbed it over her ass, marveling at what was happening. I what I was doing. 

She settled her weight, opening her legs a fraction wider. I took my cock and pushed the head down between her ass cheeks, over the puckered star of her asshole and down to nuzzle amongst her full lips.

Sweet mother of god. I groaned and nearly came right there. She was so wet. Then, even as I was trying to gather my wits, she tilted her hips just right and pressed back, and I slid into her, into her tight, wet passage, all the way in, each second a revelation, a sheathing that made me rise to my toes and thrust my hips forward till I was sunk into the hilt.

And there I froze, luxuriating in the hot, tight wetness that was Valeria’s cunt. She gasped as I drove home, her back arching, the muscles growing tight, and I gripped her by her ample hips and pushed deeper, striving to go as deep as I could.

She tightened her pussy around my cock, squeezing it, and I nearly came again. I didn’t even know women could do that! She laughed at my expression and squeezed again, and this time I pulled out, slid free and danced back, my cock shuddering as I came that close to coming. 

“Whoa whoa whoa,” I said. “That’s - oh shit, wait, what was that?”

Valeria rolled onto her side, propping her head on one hand and smiled lazily at me. “Really? You’ve never felt that before?”

“Nope.” My skin was covered in goosebumps, and I felt so close to coming that I desperately tried to not devour her gorgeous body with my eyes. How that twist she was doing caused her muscles to torque, her perfect breasts, that faint patch of gold hair over her pussy lips.

She frowned. “This isn’t your first time, is it?”

“No,” I said. “Of course not!” I made a face. “My second. And to be honest, the first time wasn’t so great. Marcia Leery, back porch at a party. I’d had too much to drink. Don’t remember much.”

“Well,” said Valeria, turning back and reaching around to grab one of her ass cheeks, pulling it aside to reveal her asshole and causing her glistening pussy lips to part. “Let’s make sure this time’s different.”

“Amen,” I whispered, and moved forward. The way she was holding herself open for me was too much. I legitimately was about to have a heart attack. On impulse I crouched and inhaled deeply, her rich, delicious scent, then pressed forward and ran my tongue along the corrugations of her pussy lips, tasting her and causing her whole body to shake with a jolt.

“Oh!” She gasped and then laughed. “That - I didn’t expect -”

I stood up straight, grabbed her by the hips and slid home. All the way, straining again at the very end, pulling her back against me, then withdrew and rammed in all the way again. Hard.

She grunted, a deep sound of pleasure, and moved both hands to the table edge, bracing herself as I began to work her, sliding in and out with long, measured strokes. A new strength filled me, a determination to drive her crazy, to show this insanely gorgeous woman what I could do.

I picked up the tempo. She stayed just as tight, but now she wasn’t gripping me with her pussy, focusing instead on just matching my rhythm, rocking back and forth, pushing back against my every thrust.

I dug my fingers into her hips as I held her tight, and as her breathing grew raspy and quick I increased my own tempo. God damn it felt good. It was like fucking creme brulee, I thought, and then almost laughed at the absurdity of the comparison.

“What?” she gasped, looking back at me, a tentative smile curling her lips.

“Nothing,” I said, then pressed a hand into the small of her back, pushing her down, causing her breasts to squeeze out the sides from under her again. The sight was amazing. Her ripped back, her narrow waist, her full breasts -

She started to gasp as I pounded harder. I could do this for fucking ever. Shalarra would have to pull us apart eleven hours from now. Holy shit this was amazing. I’d never felt so powerful, so good, so right.

This isn’t you.

Anger flared through me. A sudden rage. I thought of Emma at the bus station. How she’d turned me down. Saw her face, a face I’d worshipped for years. Wasted years. This was what I’d been missing out on. Oh god. To fuck Emma like this. To bend her over a table and ram the shit out of her -

Anger and desire and lust and need filled me like a burning wave and I began to jackhammer Valeria like a thing possessed. I pounded in and out of those perfect pussy lips like there was no tomorrow, and she arched her back, crying out, her whole body shaking with each slam, until with a shout I rammed in with everything I had, my whole body straining, rising to the balls of my feet, back arched as I yelled and convulsed, a knot undoing itself at my core and shot a stream of my cum deep inside her.

Valeria rose up, her body shaking, crying out with me as an orgasm shattered her. She reached up and behind her to curl her arm behind my head, pressed her cheek against my own. 

I kept cumming, and as I did so she rose up and down, riding me, and I felt her own body shake as an orgasm grew. 

Instinct made me keep pumping. I wanted to stop, to collapse, but I could sense her need, could feel her hunger, so I kept sliding in and out, cumming all the while, and her cries rose to a fever pitch and then she really came, her whole body shaking. She fell forward across the table and I fell over her, lying across her back, holding her tight as she shook, her pussy clenching and releasing my cock over and over again as if trying to milk the last of my cum from me. 

“Oh fuck,” she whispered. “Oh fuck.”

I pressed my face into her hair. I never wanted to pull out. My whole body felt raw and alive, every nerve ending alight. Aftershocks pulsed through her pussy, her breathing loud and deep as she fought to steady herself. Our bodies were slick with sweat where they touched, and I felt myself luxuriate in the sensation, her firm and strong beneath me, perfectly spent, united, joined, as one.

Then I gave a yell and leaped back as if scalded.

She whirled around, eyes wide. “What? Did I hurt you?”

“Oh shit, we didn’t use a condom!” A lifetime of sex-ed came rushing back. I clasped my head. “Fuck! Fuck!”

“Condom?” She frowned then relaxed. “Oh. To prevent pregnancy? Don’t worry.” She gave a shaky laugh of relief.

“Don’t worry?” I stepped closer, heart pounding. What had I been thinking? “Maybe you don’t mind, but I don’t want a bunch of savior kids running around -”

“Aspirants can’t conceive,” said Valeria, still bent over the table but with her chin propped on her palm once more, a lazy, amused smile tugging at her lips. “When we cum our energy is siphoned into Kether, into the Source. It goes to creating our bond. To uniting us. It’s happening even now.”

Sweat was running down my face. My dick was at half mast, the sweet memory of her cunt still lingering in my mind, but her words caught my wandering attention. “Now?”

“Mmmhmm.” She slowly eyed me up and down, and while I was still a pretty unimposing specimen she looked kind of pleased. “Our bond has been consecrated. It will grow in strength quickly.”

And she was right. Everything seemed to slow, to stop, as a new kind of awareness impinged itself upon me. An awareness of Valeria. I saw her before me, sure, but on some level I also felt her there. Like how you know where your hand is even with your eyes closed. As if she’d become part of me in some way. 

“Oh wow,” I said. 

“Yeah.” Her smile grew mischievous. “We’ll eventually be able to experience what the other is feeling, even. I’ve heard that takes mating to another level.”

“Another level?” I gave a nervous laugh and ran my fingers through my hair. “I don’t know if I’ll be able to handle that.”

“Oh, you will.” She pushed off the table and moved in close to give me a peck on the lips. “But as nice as that was, we’ve got to get to work. We don’t have much time.”

“Oh,” I said. “Yeah.” Had I expected to lie around and cuddle and kiss? Well, OK, maybe I had. This change felt a bit abrupt. 

Valeria took a cloth from her belt pouch and wiped between her legs then threw it away. Was that the same cloth she used to clean her blade? Better not to ask. She found her thong and stepped into it, then wriggled it up around her waist. A moment later she turned and caught my expression.

I gave her a tight smile. Time to get to work.

But she stepped in close and placed both arms over my shoulders, our noses nearly touching. “Noah,” she said, voice soft.

“Yeah?”

“That was good.”

“Oh, that’s -”

She pressed a finger against my lips. “No, shh. That was good. Thank you. I hadn’t expected you to be that… intense. I hope there will be a second time soon.”

A wave of happiness spread through me. Pride, even. I grinned. “Me too. Does our bond grow stronger the more times we, uh, get together?”

“Mmmhmm.” Her eyes gleamed as she gave a slow nod, then leaned in and kissed me. A slow, smoldering kiss, her bare breasts brushing against me, her nipples hard again. 

I leaned in, hungry for more, but she stepped back with a regretful smile. “But not yet. First we need to hunt.”

“Right. Hunt. Second companion.”

Then it hit me. I mean, I’d known all along, but suddenly it became very, very real. I was going to have to pick four more partners and fuck them all. 

I grew dizzy. 

Holy crap.


Chapter 6

 


 

I got dressed and cracked open the council door to the hallway outside. Some instinct told me to be cautious. I saw a sea of faces staring right back and slammed the door shut. 

“Shalarra wasn’t kidding,” I said. “There’s a whole crowd out there waiting for me.”

“It will be like that until the last spot is filled,” said Valeria. She pulled her hair back into a voluminous pony tail and bound it in place with a thong of leather. “Which is why we need to be deliberate about our brothers and sisters.”

“Brothers?” I asked.

“Sure,” she said. “I’m making no assumptions.”

“Oh. Right.” I fought the urge to squirm. “Well, I’m an old fashioned guy. Nothing against dudes loving dudes, but, ah, I’ll be looking for lady companions.”

Valeria grinned, and there was an intimacy to her smile that made me smile right back. “Got it. So sisters then.”

“Any advice?”

“Well, we’re going to want to diversify. I’d definitely want at least one arcane adept on our team.” She caught my expression. “Magic user, I suppose you could call them. It’s a rare discipline, but there are a few talented casters available. We should meet them, see if any resonate.”

“Sure, that sounds great. I’m always down for a mage on our team. What else?”

“Someone knowledgeable in the lore of the universe would be wise. Once we leave the Crown we’ll be on our own, and must find our way and path as best we can. Someone steeped in the wisdom of the ancients and able to guide us by star and omen would be of great value.”

“Right. So, a scout or pathfinder as it were. Makes sense.”

“Beyond that? There’s a point where utility must bow before true bonds. You could pick a perfectly diverse team and still fail because we did not connect. You need to stay open to naturally occurring bonds. To finding your companions in unexpected places, to a natural chemistry that compels you to add them to our team, if their value is not immediately apparent.”

“Natural chemistry. OK.” I didn’t mention that I’d never really had natural chemistry with anyone. Michael, Emma and I had formed a triad from the start because we didn’t get along with the other kids at Ruddock High. We didn’t like to pound beers on weekends in poorly lit living rooms talking about football or go to the parties where people got trashed and fell in swimming pools and got in car accidents on the way home.

The only person I’d ever had natural chemistry with was Emma, and that had been a one way street from the start.

“What about this glory ladder?” I asked. “What’s that about?”

“While we wait for the next savior candidate we Aspirants engage in a variety of competitions and contests. The winners accrue points, and move up and down the ladder. The glory ladder is the most important, reflecting victories that stem from direct confrontation. But there are other ladders out there - the wisdom ladder and the honor ladder are the only other two worth noting.”

“And the women at the top of those? Worth checking out?”

“Assuredly. We should see who is currently ranking at the top. I’ve not paid them much mind. I’d guess that the top wisdom rankers would also be our prime candidates for magic users.”

“Great. So that’s a good place to start then. Where do we check out the ladders?”

Valeria took up her battle-ax and slung it over her shoulder. “We should head to the great library for that one. It’s on a lower level, but shouldn’t take long to reach. I’m sure the top contenders will be waiting for us there.”

I nodded, and suddenly felt nervous again. I felt comfortable with Valeria, felt that we’d reached an understanding, an intimacy that allowed me to relax and be myself. But a horde of attractive, super-wise magic users? Good god. This was going to be tough.

“Stay close,” said Valeria, moving to the door. “I’ll lead the way. You’ll be assailed from both sides by the hopeful. Let me know if anybody catches your eye, otherwise I’ll just make a beeline for the library.”

“OK. Beeline sounds good.” I rubbed my palms on my thighs. “Ready.”

Valeria threw the door open wide and strode out, and I followed right after. Immediately people began to call out my name. 

“Noah! None throw knives like me -”

“I’ll watch your back, guard it with my life -”

“Loyalty, Noah! You need someone dedicated, who puts your life first -”

“Noah! I’ve mastered the Seven Mysteries, and am studying the -”

“My strength is yours -”

“Purpose aligns with -”

I ducked my head and hurried after Valeria’s broad back. She strode forth and the crowd parted before her, only to surge back in around me. Hands reached out to touch my shoulders, my arms, and everywhere were faces pleading with me. Striking beauties, handsome young men, athletes and scholarly types. Calling and trying to catch my attention.

It was kind of awful, actually. I felt at once incredibly rude for ignoring them and assaulted. I didn’t meet anyone’s eye. Nobody leaped out at me as special. We bulldozed a path through the crowd and then were free.

A few of the more determined trailed after us, making their sales pitches, but then gave up, crestfallen, and fell away.

I caught up with Valeria and breathed a sigh of relief. “Wow. So that’s what it’s like to be famous.”

“Not what you imagined?”

“Well, I don’t know. Maybe? Not fun though.”

“No. But don’t blame them. They only wish to help. To be of relevance in the upcoming struggle.”

“No one caught my eye.”

“Didn’t think so.”

We made our way quickly down broad corridors, along gleaming galleries, and eventually reached a really broad spiraling staircase that a herd of elephants could have strolled down. Caramel colored marble gleamed underfoot, chandeliers of flickering tongues of flame hung overhead, and everywhere people stopped to stare and whisper to each other. 

We made our way down, down and down and around and around, perhaps six or seven full turns, and then stepped out onto a very different part of Bastion. Seven floors down and the quality of the building had already deteriorated. The marble slabs underfoot had buckled and caught at my toes. Some of the columns looked drunkenly tipped over, and faint hints of lichen marred the marble. Even the light was different; less of a golden luminescence and more of a silver, colder glow.

“Wow,” I said. “What’s happening here?”

“The universal corruption affects all reality.” Valeria paused to place her hands on her hips, frowning around us. “It’s not just the monsters and servants of Lilith who bring destruction. The very fabric of reality is growing tainted. The lower one goes in Bastion, the worse it gets.”

“But we’re still pretty high up, right? So it gets worse than this below?”

“Much worse,” said Valeria grimly. “Come, this way to the library.”

This level was as populated as the ones above, but the people here had a fearful, nervous cast to them; they walked quickly, shoulders hunched, many of them with hoods pulled over their heads. 

Eventually we took a turn and then a second and reached a grand archway that a truck could have driven through. It was magnificently carved, with statues emerging from its frame, men and women clad in robes, all of them looking wise and ineffably deep, with a sun rising above the lintel so that its diagonal beams extended out over the wall, each ray plated in crinkly, shiny gold. 

“Behold the great library,” said Valeria. “Or its remnants.”

I stepped through the archway, not knowing what to expect, and had my breath stolen by the vastness of the room beyond. It was a huge chamber shaped like a cylinder, rising up floor upon floor to an opening in the far ceiling that had to be in the very top of Bastion. It had to be, what, several hundred yards above me? The height was dizzying, but more amazing still were the sheer number of books that lined its walls. Its entire height was covered in shelving, so that I could barely make the rows of books far above, all of them crammed onto the shelves, many of them haphazardly so, as if a huge earthquake had shaken the building, knocked all the books free, and they’d then be set back higgledy-piggledy without concern for order.

Chains descended down the throat of the vertiginous room, and from these hung chandeliers at random heights, massive candles flickering on their great iron cartwheels. Some reached all the way down to the floor on which we stood, and below them hung tilted platforms on which massive books rested, some as large as barn doors. Drops of water fell from high above as well, and I saw vines and ivy growing over the shelving, descending in large ropes from the hole high above as if into a natural cavern.

Pages lay thickly underfoot, so that the ground was soft and springy. I immediately stepped back, but everywhere lay ruined backs, their pages moldering into each other, their covers rotting.

There was movement here, shadowed, hooded figures moving about the shelving, creeping along the high balconies, scaling the dangerous looking ladders. They gave me the uncharitable impression of cockroaches rustling their way around a ruin. Were a bright light to be turned on, I was sure the figures would panic and flee for their dark crevasses.

Valeria stepped up alongside me, hands on her hips, and she seemed completely alien here; there was a soft, almost golden glow to her hair and healthy skin that seemed at odds with this damp, ruinous throat of knowledge. Her vibrant strength and focus made her seem like a lit torch held aloft in a dark subterranean chamber. No wonder she didn’t concern herself too much with the wisdom ladder. 

A hooded figure approached us. “Can I help you?”

“Help us?” Valeria was all brightly burning scorn. “This is our future savior! You’ll do whatever he asks.”

“He has to ask it first,” said the woman within the robe, her tone growing sharp. She had to be in her late forties, perhaps fifties, her face lined with early wrinkles and dominated by a severe mouth. “So, savior. What is it you wish?”

“We’ve come to examine the wisdom ladder,” I said. “Can you tell us how to find it?”

“Yes, of course. But let me summon the Master Librarian to guide you. He would have my head if I didn’t call him first. Will you please wait? He’ll be with you shortly.”

“Sure,” I said. “We can wait.” 

Valeria sighed pointedly. 

“Very well. Please feel free to examine the ground floor while I send for him.” The lady bowed and turned away.

“You doing all right?” I asked.

“This place gets under my skin,” said Valeria. She took a breath, held it, then blew out her cheeks. “Sorry.”

“That’s OK. It just looked like you were about to bite her head off.”

“These librarians have always come across as superior, if not mocking,” said Valeria in a low voice. “Made it clear I wasn’t welcome. Let’s just say I have bad blood with them.”

“Fair enough. We’ve got some time to kill. Shall we explore?”

“Fine,” said Valeria. “Though I’m not in the mood to read any books.”

“I’ll do the browsing,” I said. “You just make sure nobody tries to kill me.”

She snorted. “That I can do. Lead on, young scholar.”

I smiled and wandered toward the wall. The base of the room or whatever this space might be called was surprisingly broad; I made my way around leaning towers of books, past lit candelabra that might have been treacherous fire hazards was it not for the sodden nature of everything, till we reached one of the walls where the shelving extended fifteen feet up to the second level. Skeletal ladders were attached to bannisters here and there, allowing the intrepid to scale the heights in search of the right tome. In the near distance I made out a spiraling staircase up which the hooded lady that had greeted us was climbing.

Frowning, expecting to be disappointed, I checked the titles before me. Being a Treatise on the Growth of Solagium Fungus on the Corpses of The Damned. Nope. A Sketch of the History of Mycological Illustration. Nope. I stepped back and scanned the books. This whole section was devoted to mushrooms.

I walked along its length, trailing my fingers over the damp spines, and stopped at archway. “Hey. There are rooms beyond this one.”

“The damn library spreads like rot,” said Valeria, then grimaced. “Sorry. Yes. There are many, many connecting rooms.”

I peered into the chamber beyond. It was cheerily lit by warm candlelight, and that alone drew me inside. A vaulted ceiling of surprising delicacy was close overhead, giving me the sense of having entered a small church. The books here were larger, clad in boards of wood. I turned my head to read the titles. Systema Naturae. A History of Eleneese Birds. The Flycatcher. 

Pursing my lips, I wandered across the room and through the next archway, pressing deeper into the complex. Another vaulted room lit by candelabra set in the columns molded to the walls. One of the hooded figures stood here, gloved fingers walking through a series of slender tomes on the shelf above her, causing her robe to rise up revealing shapely calves clad in white stockings.

“Hello,” I said.

The woman turned. No, the girl; she had to be about my age, perhaps a little younger. A heart shaped face, a pair of large glasses balanced on her pert nose, a fringe of jet black hair cut in bangs just above her brow. A pensive face made severe by her frown. “Yes?”

“I was wondering if you could help me find a book,” I said.

“Lucky for you you’ve come to the right place.” Her voice ever so slightly mocking. “We have many books. Is there one in particular you seek?”

“Yeah. I was wondering if you have anything on the tree of life, or Lilith? Perhaps the Qlipoth?”

She arched a thin eyebrow. “That all?”

I shrugged. “That not enough?”

“Oh no, that’s plenty. We have entire wings devoted to those topics. There are tens of thousands of books on Lilith alone. Which would you like to read?”

“Tens of thousands? Oh.” Her wry scrutiny made me feel like a dolt. Somehow she was able to keep her expression perfectly neutral while still exuding a sense of sarcastic amusement. “Any intro texts?”

“Introductory texts on Lilith. Let’s see what we can find. Will you follow me?”

“Sure,” I said, but she’d already started walking, brushing past me, her shoulder nearly touching mine. She strode past Valeria and back the way we’d come. 

I shrugged and followed. The librarian led us back into the first chamber, then through an archway I hadn’t noticed, through three more rooms then up a ladder.

I climbed below her and did my best not to look up her robe. I couldn’t help but catch a flash as I ascended, however; a hint of her white stockinged legs, the swell of her calf, the dark shadows higher up concealed within a black underskirt that her robes completely hid.

Up onto the second level, through some six or seven rooms, then we stopped in a hexagonal room whose shelves were so laden with heavy tones that they bowed in the middle.

“Let’s see,” said the girl, moving along a shelf, tapping on each finger as she went. “Here we go. Heavenly Palaces.” She pulled a massive book from the shelf and dropped it in my hands. I barely had time to catch it, and its weight caused me to sag. “Of course you’ll also want to consult The Book of Formation.” She drew another huge tome out and dropped it atop the first. And Illumination is considered a seminal text.” 

A third joined the first two, the pile now rising to my chin. She paused, about to turn back to the shelf, and raised an eyebrow superciliously again. “Those are very basic texts but should serve as an introduction. Unless you want more?”

“Uh - no, thanks. These are plenty.” I moved over to a central table and deposited the books on an empty corner. Each of the three books was thicker than my hand. I opened Illumination and flicked through its yellowed pages. A dense, crabbed black script was interspersed with complex diagrams and geometric figures.

Even without looking I knew Valeria had remained at the entrance to the room. Somehow I could sense her at the door. It was weird and awesome both.

“You know, these might be a little too long for me,” I said. The librarian girl crossed her hands behind her back and raised both eyebrows in mock surprise. “I don’t have that much time.”

“I’m sorry to hear that. Perhaps if you tell me what aspect of Lilith interests you I can direct you to a more exact and concise book, or chapter even?”

“Well, I’m supposed to kill her,” I said, scratching the back of my head. “So, uh, maybe something like weaknesses, or…?”

Her eyes went wide with shock and her hand flew to her mouth. “You’re the savior?”

“Uh, yeah.” I hated to admit it but I was kind of pleased with her reaction. In a flash her smug look was gone, replaced by sincere contrition. 

She bowed in a low curtsy, lowering her gaze to the ground. “My apologies. I hadn’t realized. Forget those books. I selected them to waste your time. Let’s see.” She straightened and turned to the shelving, tapping her lips. “You’ll have hours at best before you have to head out. So something brief and to the point.”

She took hold of one of the library ladders, moved it brusquely along the railing and then ran up the rungs to lean out and pluck a slender crimson book from between two much more massive neighbors. Hooking an arm through the ladder, she flipped through the book, lips pursed as she scanned its contents.

“Here,” she said, and slid down the ladder to land neatly beside me. “The Mysteries of the Ten Gates. It’s an overview of the tree of life at its most basic, discussing each of the spheres and its reverse Qlipothic state. There’s a section at the very back that discusses Lilith. It’s basic, but you won’t have time for more in-depth study, and this should at least catch you up to speed before you head out.”

I took the slender book and flipped through it. It was hand written, the script an elegant cursive, and the diagrams were boldly inked in vivid colors. 

“Thanks,” I said. “Seriously. Thank you. What’s your name?”

“My name?’ She seemed genuinely taken aback. “Imogen.”

“Imogen. You seem to know a lot about - well - Lilith and the spheres and all that. You studied them?”

She cracked a wry smile. “Yes. You could say I’ve spent an hour here and there reading up on the matter.”

“You an Aspirant then?”

For a moment I saw a light in her eyes, something akin to hope, to desire - but then that light went out and she looked down and away. “No. Not anymore.”

“Not anymore? Why not?”

“I’d rather not - I mean, if you really want to know I’ll tell you, but -”

We stood there in awkward silence. The old me would have stammered an apology and backed away. This new me, however, with Shard strapped to my hip and Valeria lounging in the doorway, felt more daring. More bold. Aggressive, even. 

“Tell me,” I said.

She blushed. “I was caught reading forbidden texts.”

“Forbidden? What kind of books are banned here?” Somehow I doubted it was Catcher in the Rye.

“Books on the magic of the corrupt ones. Very old books on Lilith’s Hexen magic.”

“Damn,” I said. “I can see how that’d get you in trouble. And you got caught? Sorry.”

“Yeah,” she said, biting the corner of her lips and then blowing out a sigh. “But that’s the past. I was disqualified and put on permanent probation here in the library. I’m lucky they didn’t kill me.”

I could have dropped it right there. But some instinct made me press on. “And why were you interested in reading that stuff?”

A look of annoyance flashed across her face but she bit it down quickly. “I was practicing dark magic. I wanted to learn how to cast more.”

I felt Valeria push off the archway in shock. I felt plenty of my own. “You cast dark magic?”

“Not any more, obviously,” said Imogen with withering scorn. And she pulled her hood back and pulled the hem of her neck aside to reveal an iron collar on which a rune glowed with a soft blue light. “Not with this on.”

I turned to exchange glances with Valeria. She looked seriously disturbed and moved up to join us.

“Time we moved on, Noah,” she said. “This girl’s right. She’s lucky they didn’t kill her.”

Imogen dropped her arm and looked away, an expression of pure misery crossing her face. “Yeah,” she whispered. “Lucky.”

“But why? Why’d you choose to learn dark magic?”

“Why?” Her head snapped up, the light flashing across her glasses. “Because we’re losing out there. We’ve sent out nine saviors and all of them have failed. We’ve lost every sphere since Lilith’s assault began. Lost every battle. Our magic isn’t sufficient. We’re losing, and losing badly, and I thought it high time we learned from the enemy, learned how they fought, how they were doing what they did. So yes. I chose to learn their dark magic. I figured it out from banned books and experimentation, and then I got caught and nobody listened to my reasons and so here I am. A glorified assistant librarian for the rest of my life.”

“Noah.” Valeria took hold of my arm and squeezed. “I know what you’re thinking, but you’re wrong. You can’t trust her. She’s allowed darkness into her soul. That’s what it takes to cast magic. You have to let it inside you. She’s allowed herself to grow corrupted. You can’t trust her. No.”

“Right,” I said softly, allowing her to draw me back. Imogen’s lower jaw trembled and I saw tears glimmer in her eyes, but then she snapped her hood back up and turned away. 

“Good luck, savior,” she said. “I wish you the best.” Then, with shoulders hunched, she fled the room and was gone.

“Noah.” Valeria’s voice was soft. “She earned this fate. She consorted with darkness. No doubt she meant well, but she opened a door that should never be cracked. Without that collar the darkness would consume her, turn her against her deepest convictions. Corruption, Noah. That what’s she invited into her soul.”

“Yeah,” I said. I stared at the archway through which she’d disappeared. “Yeah.”

At that point a group of librarians bustled into the room, led by a large, stoop shouldered man with a craggy face and a bulging nose. Black wiry hair shot forth from his nostrils and ears but only grew in a fringe around his ears, and a massive chain of gold hung around his neck.

“Savior! You honor our humble library. I am Master Grunwin, head librarian now for over thirty years. Whatever question you may I have I shall certainly answer, and am completely at your disposal in any way you desire.”

He paused then and quirked his head to one side, reading the spine of the slender crimson book I held. “The Mysteries of the Ten Gates? An excellent treatise. Did you select it yourself? Are you a scholar in your own right?”

“And here,” said one of his companions. “Heavenly Palaces. The Book of Formation. And Illumination too!” 

The group of librarians regarded me with surprise. “I am impressed by your selection,” said Grunwin. “Truly. Though these others are dense reads; I would advise you to start with The Mysteries. You shall profit greatly from its instruction.”

“Thanks,” I said. I looked down at the book and rubbed my thumb over its crimson binding. “I intend to.”

“I was told you wished to examine the wisdom ladder,” said Grunwin with new briskness. “A wise proposition. There are many worthy candidates at the top; you shall only benefit from interviewing them all. Many are also proficient in our traditional magics, having learned from the masters and displayed exemplary talent. Would you like to meet them now?”

I frowned. “Has each savior taken a magic user with them on their quests?”

“Assuredly,” said Grunwin. “In fact, Savior Irrilin is famous for having selected the five greatest mages available to him before setting forth.”

“And he still failed,” I said.

Grunwin shifted his weight, “Well, yes.”

“Noah,” said Valeria, her voice tense. 

“I’ve made up my mind,” I said. 

“You’re ready to come meet them then?” asked Grunwin.

“No. There’s no need. I’ve chosen Imogen as one of my companions. Please free her of her collar and bring her here.”

A stunned silence filled the room, and then Grunwin blinked his eyes rapidly as if dust had flown into them and rubbed them vigorously. “What was that you said?”

“Imogen,” I said. “I want her on my team. Bring her to me.” And just like that my certainty fled me, my authority and conviction. I realized just what tone I was using on this man, and felt a pang of horror. What had gotten into me? Why’d I think I could order him around like this?

“You jest,” said Grunwin, smiling with painful effort. “Let me explain -”

“I’m sorry,” I said. “Really. I don’t mean to be rude. But, uh, I really have made up my mind. I want someone who knows something about the enemy. How they think, what they are capable of. You see?” I searched everyone’s faces. Even Valeria looked grave and forbidding. “We need to change things up. We can’t just do the same thing again. Imogen’s tried to do that. I want her input, her advice.” My throat had turned dry. I hated being stared at in this way. “Please?”

“Son,” said Grunwin. “No. Imogen is a danger to all around her. You were no doubt bewitched by her sweet face and witty manner. Understandable. Perhaps you were even moved to pity by her plight. But her magic will destroy her. She has one fate and one fate along outside this library: to become one of the enemy, to betray you, to turn against her every cherished principle and seek the destruction of Kether and Bastion. No, my savior. I can’t allow this.”

“Oh,” I said. My heart fell. Who was I to argue with him? Even Valeria was against this idea. I had to be wrong. My instinct was off. I looked down. “All right. I’m sorry. Let’s go meet these other candidates.”

Grunwin let out a sigh of relief. “Very well. And please, I understand the impulse. But let us not cast the scrolls into the flame in our effort to clean the shelves!”

All I could do was nod.

“Let us proceed forthwith, then. Now, master savior, the candidates I am about to show you are as fascinating as they are diverse. I am sure that you will discover at least one, if not several companions in their number.”

Grunwin placed a hand behind me as if about to place pressure on the small of my back, and I obligingly walked toward the closest archway.

“Please note that the areas of study that may prove of use to you on your quest are equally diverse, and that it is impossible to secure an expert in all fields. Should you take someone with you who has specialized in Lilith’s manifold beasts, monsters, servitors and avatars? Or rather someone with a focus on healing, who can mend the very fabric of your soul as it strays over the course of your sojourn? Perhaps an expert in offensive magics, who can rain down heavenfire upon your foes, or a scholar steeped in the ways of the tree of life and the roads that run between the spheres?”

We stepped out into the next room and proceeded toward the main room, the others falling in step behind us.

“Surely you can appreciate why one of the previous saviors chose to take only magic workers, surrounding himself with both wisdom and power. It is a tempting thought, but of course, one cannot deny that there is some value in being able to wield a blade, crude and direct as such a defense may be…”

The next four hours were spent meeting with young men and women. Hearing their backgrounds, asking them the same rote questions, listening as they gave their sales pitches about why they were uniquely suited to joining me on my quest. Some were striking, many were memorable, but ultimately I slid through the whole process in a state of subdued distraction; between candidates I wasn’t really interested in discussing their strengths, and soon Grunwin and the other librarians learned to leave me alone, sunk in my seat and rubbing my chin as I stared out into the middle distance.

The sheer number of options was overwhelming. The more I listened to the earnest Aspirants, the more I became aware as to the sheer diversity of options before me, the more unsuited to the task I became. Who was I, Noah Kilmartin, to choose between magic practitioners for a quest that I knew next to nothing about? I felt paralyzed by indecision. Healing seemed an obvious choice, but then aggressive magics would help us blast through. What of the more subtle effects, like stealth magic or cloaking our auras so that the enemy wouldn’t detect us? Worse yet, the scholars of the tree of life impressed upon me the shifting nature of the landscapes we were about to pass through, how no map could ever hope to be accurate, and that most believed the saviors of before had failed simply due to becoming lost in the vastness of the spheres. Scouts, cartographers, diviners - all would be of critical use.

When the last candidate bowed and left, I was slumped so low in my chair that I felt like a petulant child in detention. I stared at the wall of scrolls which rose behind the interview chair, mind at once spinning and empty. Thoughts, words, opinions and statements of supposed fact blew through me like leaves in a storm, but nothing landed. Nothing made a lasting impact.

Grunwin had been saying something and I realized with a start that an awkward silence had built up. Was he expecting an answer?

I sat up, embarrassed and tired. “Thank you, Master. Um, can you give me a moment to think about it? With so many qualified candidates…”

“Yes, yes, of course. A momentous decision! After all, the fate of the very universe and all creation depends on the wisdom of your choice! No pressure my lad, eh? Hehehe. Very well. We shall leave you to deliberate. The candidates are all standing by. Simply give the word and they shall present themselves.”

“Thank you,” I said weakly, and watched as Grunwin and his assistants filed out, leaving me and Valeria alone in the library chamber. 

I stared glumly at the table before me, working at a crack in the wood with my thumbnail. 

“Noah?” Valeria stood against the back wall, one foot hiked up, arms crossed, battle-ax leaning beside her. “Thoughts?”

All I could manage was a deeper frown.

She pushed off the wall with a sigh. I felt her approach and then pull out the chair beside me, spinning it around so that she could wrap her arms over its back. I could feel her studying my profile. I knew I should sit up. Should face her square on, make a decision. But I couldn’t.

“Noah,” she said. “You can’t avoid this. You have to pick one of them. Or if none of them appeal, we should get the hell out of here and find your next companion somewhere else.”

“I know,” I said. “But who am I to choose? These people have been studying for years, decades. They’re - they’re all so qualified, so sure of themselves. And if I make the wrong choice? If I screw everything up?”

“Then the universe is doomed,” said Valeria.

I shot her an angry look. “You’re not helping.”

She met my gaze with equanimity. “I’m not here to coddle you, Noah. I’m your companion, not your girlfriend. I’m here to help you succeed. And that means offering you good, practical advice, and to tell you to your face when it looks like you’re sulking and feeling sorry for yourself.”

That stung. I sat up. “I think I have some right to be. I didn’t ask for this. I didn’t want the future of the universe to rest on my shoulders, you know? This is - I mean, this is some serious shit, and all I’ve ever done in the past was have to choose my next course load at school. Now I’m supposed to pick between mages to help me fight through a journey nobody else has ever made?” I gave a bitter laugh. “This is fucking nuts.”

“But it’s what it is,” said Valeria. She was unstoppable, remaining reasonable and calm despite my whining. “And maybe you didn’t ask for it, but those are the cards you’ve been served. Now, we’re running out of time. You still have to rest before the next trial. Are you ready to discuss the candidates?”

“Fine,” I sighed. “What did you think?”

“Alasta comes to mind right away,” she said. “Nothing like flinging bolts of heavenfire to help you win through a fight.”

I cracked a smile. “I knew you’d like her.”

Valeria arched an eyebrow. “Why? Because she’s a fighter? Because she understands the value of defeating the enemy?”

“Something like that. Yeah, Alasta seemed useful. But…”

“But?”

“I don’t know. It’s stupid, but she rubbed me the wrong way. Kind of… self-righteous, you know?”

“Hmm. What of Susanna? It’s not my style, but there is room for stealth on any mission, and she’s graduated to the Sixth Circle already. Very impressive for someone so young.”

“Too young,” I said. “She’s what, fifteen at best? I’m sorry. I’m not sleeping with her. Absolutely not.”

“You’re right,” said Valeria, slumping down. “It just shows how desperate the masters are becoming.”

“I mean, yeah, she’s a prodigy, but that’s just straight up disgusting. Hell no. Sorry.”

“Fine. Jalena?”

“Yeah.” I gave a one shouldered shrug. “She seemed to know her shit.”

“But?”

“No but. Just… yeah. I don’t know. I didn’t feel it.”

Valeria sighed. “Did any of them make you ‘feel’ something?”

I stared at the wood grain, working the crack once more. We’d spoken with over thirty different women. I’d barely heard what some of them had said. See? The very fact that I was this immature and unable to focus was an argument against my being the savior. I kept that argument to myself, though.

“Let’s head back upstairs,” I said, rising abruptly. “This library is starting to get to me. Maybe I’ll think more clearly back in our rooms.”

“Sure,” said Valeria. She rose, her chair legs screeching against the floor. “You’ll get no argument from me there.”

I picked up the slender crimson book from the table. The Mysteries of the Ten Gates. I rubbed my thumb down the spine and then slipped it under my arm. “Let’s go.”

 

 


Chapter 7

 


 

We returned to my quarters in silence, and Valeria tactfully moved to stand on one of the balconies while I retreated into my bedroom. Part of me had wondered if she’d join me in bed; if she’d strip and slide in next to me, her body warm and smooth against mine. I’d half envisioned us holding each other as we’d fallen asleep, but to be honest that very idea had felt forced.

I sat on the edge of my ridiculously oversized bed and stared out one of the windows at the clouds. She’d spoken the truth downstairs. She wasn’t my girlfriend. She was my companion. I could feel her faintly even now, out on the balcony, a vague pull of awareness that was strange and yet comforting at the same time.

Sure we’d had some mind blowing sex not too long ago - well, at least I’d thought it was mind blowing - but that had only made us close in some ways and not others. It was weird. I’d heard that girls tended to get attached to guys after hooking up, that sex was perilous for them because they couldn’t fuck without getting emotional, unlike the legions of callous young men out there who were more than ready to take advantage of them - but now that’s how I was feeling.

I sighed and dropped my head into my hands. I’d always thought that particular generalization about girls to be faintly ridiculous, but it fit what I was feeling right now pretty well. I wanted someone here with me. Someone to hold onto, to take comfort from. Emotional support. Valeria and Emma were the closest things I had in Bastion, and Emma was missing and Valeria perhaps wisely was keeping some perspective on our relationship.

Leaving me in here by myself to figure shit out. 

I had about six hours to pick my next companion and nothing felt more ridiculous. A life partner? Someone I’d sleep with, work with, fight alongside and trust both my life and the fate of the universe with?

I tried to remember the faces and names of the candidates I’d met downstairs, and felt a pang of horror as they blurred together. Had I really not paid that much attention? Good god, I was going to fuck this up. I leaped to my feet and moved to the window, needing fresh air. 

I stared outside and inhaled deeply, my heart racing, my gut clenched. I couldn’t fuck this up. I couldn’t fuck this up. Literally everything was riding on my shoulders. There wouldn’t be another savior after me. I was their last chance, their Hail Mary. I had to get this right.

Grimacing I ground the base of my palm into my eye. All right. Focus. I could at least list the top five Aspirants that had made some kind of impression, right?

I spent the next ten minutes running them through my mind but felt nothing. No sense of rightness, no instinct to pick one over the other. It felt like trying to choose the right hot dog from a platter of them. Was there really any difference between this hot dog over here or that one? 

I groaned at my own metaphor and walked back to the bed. I had to rest. Maybe I was having trouble picking my next companion because I was so exhausted. Maybe five hours of sleep would help clear my mind. Make it obvious which one was right for me.

I didn’t even bother taking off my clothes, but simply flopped forward and fell face down on the bed. I lay there staring at the rumpled expanse of clean sheets, then closed my eyes and slept.

 

* * *

 

“Noah?”

I blinked and rolled onto my side, a dream about falling through endless shafts lined with books fading away even as I focused on the person next to me. “Emma?”

“Hey. They’re going to come for you soon. Time’s almost up.”

“Oh,” I said, pushing myself up so I could sit against the headboard. “Already? I feel like I just lay down…”

“Yeah.” 

It was only then that I noticed her body language. She sat with her shoulders slumped, head down, hands clasped between her knees. She’d buttoned up her black jacket though it wasn’t cold, and was turning her headphones over and over in her hands, as if seeking for some hidden secret within its clunky form.

“Emma?” She didn’t look over. “You doing OK?”

She laughed, or made a half-hearted attempt to. “No. I don’t think I am, to be honest.”

What a dumb question. I sat there, trying to think of what to say, to sift through my resentment and anger at her and find some words of comfort. Something maybe even wise to say. 

“While you’ve been gone I’ve been…” She paused, searching for the right words. “Everybody’s been trying to corner me. Asking about you. What you’re like. Your past. What kind of friends you have. What your strengths are, your weaknesses.” She shook her head slowly, pale blond hair falling past her shoulders to hang like a waterfall about her face. “It got so bad I actually hid in this broom closet for a while just to be left alone.”

“Shit,” I said. “I’m sorry. I had no idea.”

“Not your fault. I can’t even imagine what you’ve had to deal with.” There was no rancor there. No resentment. Just a statement of fact. “But you know, while I crouched there in that closest, feeling miserable and scared and alone, I had this… epiphany, I guess.”

Emma took a deep breath and straightened, turning to look at me for the first time, face solemn. “Noah, I’m sorry. I’ve been a selfish bitch. When Michael died I only thought about my own grief. You were an amazing friend, but I never asked you how you were doing. I was too… too messed up.”

“Hey, don’t get down on yourself for that of all things. You loved him. I totally understood.”

“No. Because after that I just focused on getting out of Ruddock. Of escaping. And when my Kickstarter blew up and all that money came pouring in and suddenly I had people in New York reaching out asking to interview me, asking about my plans, all I thought about was my future. About getting to Brooklyn, about starting fresh, putting everything behind me. And I used you to make that happen. Used your support, your friendship, all over again.”

“Yeah, well, again. Understandable. It’s not every day someone makes close to a million dollars on a project like that.” I tried for a supportive smile, the kind I’d been giving her these past six months. “Uprising is an awesome idea. I meant everything I said when I told you to run with it.”

“No you didn’t,” she said softly and looked away. “Not according to what you said at the bus station.”

The silence suddenly grew very heavy and awkward and I blushed and stared down at my hands. “Yeah, I mean, well - that was dumb of me -”

“No. I’m the one who has to apologize. I might not feel that way about you, but you’re my best friend. My only true friend since Michael… left. And I didn’t even think about your side of things. And then -” Her breath hitched and her knuckles whitened on her headphones. “Then when everything went batshit crazy I still only thought about myself. I never even thanked you for saving my life. I even blamed you for all this. Wondered if you’d somehow orchestrated this… this madness to try and get us together.”

“You what?” 

“I know. That’s how fucked up I was.” Tears glimmered in her eyes as she smiled at me again, a tremulous, heart breaking smile. “Of course I was wrong, but these past twelve hours or whatever, everything since the bus blew up - it’s just been too much. Too terrifying and crazy and overwhelming. And you’ve been gone most of the time since we got here, and everybody’s been attacking me and I just… I don’t know. But I’m sorry. I’m sorry Noah. For everything.”

My anger melted away. She looked so vulnerable, so heart broken and alone that I couldn’t help but reach out and pull her into a hug. She leaned in, resting her chin on my shoulder and gave me a tight, tight squeeze back. For a long moment we simply sat there, holding each other, and then we both pulled back.

“Apology accepted,” I said. “And just in time, too. I was starting to get a little crazy there. I need my best friend with me to keep me grounded.”

She gave a soft laugh again. “Ha. Yeah right. You’ve got so many amazing people throwing themselves at you that I’m surprised you even have time to talk to me right now.”

“Shush it,” I said, giving her a playful push on the shoulder. “I’ll always have time for you. Especially with all these crazy people trying to get me to pick them. It’s been the weirdest experience of my whole damn life. It’s like I suddenly died and became the most popular person in the whole universe.”

“You deserve it, though.” She gave me a tight smile. “You’re the nicest guy I know. If anybody can save the universe it’s you.”

I simply raised my eyebrows.

“I mean it! Everybody was asking me about you, and for like the first time in forever I really thought about how amazing you are. How supportive, how caring, how generous. How you put other people first, how you’re funny and kind and imaginative and weird and dumb in all the right ways. You’re awesome, Noah, and I’m lucky to have you as a best friend.”

And I hate to say it but something in me hurt at those words. Sure I was dealing with stunning women like Valeria, sure I was suddenly this universal savior figure, but Emma felt more real than any of it. All of Bastion, the library, the trials, the Qlipoth - it all still felt vaguely surreal. As if I could suddenly wake up and it would have all been a dream, and made more sense for having been one. 

But Emma?

I’d known her since seventh grade. She’d been all I’d thought about since my crush grew slowly into a deep and tormented love. Even now, meeting her eyes, studying her beautiful and familiar face, I felt that deep and stirring love. The kind of love you only get when you know someone through and through - or think you do - and still love them. Love them for their faults, for their weaknesses and all that crap. Love them because they have a slamming body, a gorgeous face, a wicked sense of humor, a brilliant mind, a quirky approach to life and share the same nerdy passions you do. 

I loved Emma. Somehow the past few hours, my experience with Valeria, the hordes of attractive girls trying to get my attention, all of it had served to only make my love for Emma more real, more concrete, more important to me. 

And here she was firmly and absolutely saying the most wonderful things to me, and making it one hundred percent clear that we were just friends.

I took her hand and squeezed it. “Thanks. That means more to me than you can guess.”

She wiped away her tears with the back of her hand and settled herself a little more comfortably on the edge of the bed. “What I’m trying to say is that I want to help you with all this… savior stuff… as best I can. I know you. Maybe I can help you pick the right companions. Screen them, you know? Like potential girlfriends?”

I snorted. “God. Five potential girlfriends? I’m going to die.”

“From physical exhaustion, maybe.”

“Hey!” I gave her a shove and she fell over, laughing. “It’s not going to be like that!”

“No?” She pushed herself up onto one elbow, grinning wickedly. “You and Valeria just friends, then?”

I blushed. “Well. Uh.”

“So you guys did?” She propped her head on her hand and her grin got even wickeder. “Really?”

I stared down at my lap. “Um. Yeah.”

“Damn, Noah. Good for you. That must have been….” She trailed off, looking for the right word.

“Intense,” I said. “Really intense. And really good, too. We, uh, did it after the trial. She saved my life. I killed two of these goblin creatures.” I picked at the sheet, unable to meet her gaze. “And I guess we were on this really great high, you know? I felt really good. Confident. And it was like she was really seeing me for the first time. Not just the savior, but Noah. And… yeah. It happened.”

Emma’s smile became more genuine. “I’m really happy for you. Better than that time with Marcia, at any rate.”

“No comparison.” I leaned back against the headboard, lacing my fingers behind my head and looking up into my memories. I thought of Valeria bent over the table as she reached behind to clasp one of her ass checks and pull it aside, and my cheeks burned and I drew my legs together to hide my sudden erection.

“I’ll bet. I like her. She seems like a serious person, you know? A bit direct maybe, but yeah. A good choice. You already figured out your second one?”

“No,” I said, and the image of Valeria disappeared as if popped by the needle of my woes. “I spent all this time interviewing magic users - arcane users or whatever - but none of them seemed right.”

“Magic users.” Emma shook her head slowly, pivoting it back and forth on her palm. “This is so wild. Like one of our D&D campaigns brought to life.”

“Yeah.” We’d played a bunch of D&D in ninth grade, mostly because I’d loved it so much. Michael and Emma had been happy to indulge me, and even enjoyed the games, but once they hooked up they’d never really had the time to sit play. And to be honest, I’d lost the desire to run the games for them.

“Valeria told me you’ve got little over an hour before the next trial though,” said Emma. “You have to pick someone.”

“I know!” I scrunched up the sheet in frustration then let go with a sigh. “I know.” I looked around the room and my gaze fell upon the crimson book that I’d dropped by the bed stand. I leaned over and scooped it up. “I mean, I don’t think I’ve any appreciation for what I’m in for. These spheres I have to cross.” I flipped through the pages and stopped at once at random. “I mean, listen to this: 

 

“The Qlipothic aspect of Tiphareth is represented by all influences that help to conceal rather than unveil beauty. The essence of this demonic nature becomes apparent if one truly tries to understand the meaning of beauty in Tiphareth: here beauty is not a term to coin cultural expressions of physical aesthetics, but it is the most inner nature of creation itself. In order to grasp the mystical or secret beauty of nature one depends on an intuitive access uninfluenced by intellect or rationale, i.e. a state of Gnosis or Henosis. The Qlipoth of Tiphareth thus are the forces that hinder man from experiencing this state of union, communion and beauty. They can take shape in any force that creates confusion rather than fusion of heart and mind. The Qlipoth of Tiphareth is called ‘Tagimron’ which can be translated as ‘The Disputers’” 

 

I closed the book with a snap. “I mean, what does that even mean? Is that one of the realms I’ll have to travel through? A sphere of… what? Confusion? Who the hell are these ‘Disputers’? Demons? Ethereal forces?” I groaned, dropped the book and covered my face. “I’m so fucked.”

Emma took the book and flipped through it. “This isn’t too thick. There aren’t any page numbers, but it’s what, maybe eighty pages? A hundred? You could read this in one go after your next trial. Great find.”

I dropped my hands into my lap. “I didn’t find it. This really interesting girl gave it to me. Imogen, she said her name was. She’s like a slave in the library. They caught her casting dark magic and nearly killed her. She helped me out, gave me that book to help me prep for what’s to come.”

“Imogen, hmm?” Emma kept paging through the book, pausing at different diagrams to trace their lines and runes with her finger. “A slave?”

“Everyone told me it’s for her own good. That she’d become all corrupt if they didn’t cut her away from her own magic. Even Valeria was against my talking to her. But she said something that’s stuck in my mind. That every previous savior has done the same thing. Picked the same kind of magic users. She wanted to try something different. Learn how the enemy thinks, how they do what they do. So she chose to risk herself to get that different perspective, but when she was caught reading banned books nobody listened to her. They just locked her up and threw away the key.”

Emma closed the book and leaned back over the bed, cheek in her palm. “Huh.” She studied me for a moment, eyes slightly narrowed in thought.

“What?”

“Nothing. Just that this is the first time I’ve seen you this animated since I came into your room.”

“Oh. Well. Yeah, she made an impression on me. And she really knew her stuff, you know? She was picking books off those huge shelves like she’d read them all.” I frowned. “And what she said kind of made sense to me. What’s that thing Einstein said about insanity?”

“’Insanity is doing the same thing over and over again and expecting different results’.”

“Right.”

“So make her your companion then.”

“Yeah, that’s what I thought. But you should have seen them. The head librarian dude nearly burst a vein when I made the suggestion. Even Valeria came down really hard on me. She said Imogen had let corruption into her soul. That she was destined now to become corrupt and turn against us. That she couldn’t be trusted.”

“Hmm,” said Emma, tracing the embossed symbol on the crimson book’s cover. “Well. I mean, you’re the savior, right? You’re the one who has to make the call.”

“Yeah, but what the fuck do I know?” Frustration made me leap out of bed and begin pacing. “I’m a sophomore in college, not some mystical sage or - or whatever. I’m not even a good student. I spend my summers helping at my dad’s firm. I’m probably going to live and die in Rudduck. I don’t even have the balls to do what you’re doing and move to New York. And I’m supposed to pick the perfect team to save the universe?” I gave a ragged laugh. “What a fucking joke!”

Emma watched me pace, tracking me with a solemn expression until I was done ranting. “Want to hear my opinion, or do you need to keep venting?”

“No, fine, I’m done.” I turned to her. “You going to give me a pep talk?”

“Well, yeah.” She sat up. “I mean, weird and improbably as it means, you are the savior. The Source or god or whatever picked you. Right? You’re here. You passed the Crucible. You’ve even passed your first trial. So you’re it. You’re the savior. There’s no arguing that.”

“True. Doesn’t mean the Source picked well. That’s what these trials are all about, right?”

“Sure. But it picked you. Which means it wants you to do your thing. It wants Noah to call the shots. Not the head librarian. Not Valeria. You. And if you feel strongly about this girl, Imogen? Then trust your instincts. Pick her.”

“But what about this whole corruption thing? Her betraying us?”

Emma shrugged. “I don’t know about that. I just know you. And you lit up when you started talking about her. It was like night and day from when you were talking about the other candidates.”

“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my head. “I mean, I am the fucking savior, right?”

“Yup.”

“Which means I’m the one who gets to pick.”

“That’s what it sounds like.”

“So if I want Imogen, then I can… you know. Just pick her and tell everyone to fuck off.”

“Right. Tell them to go jump in a Qlipothic lake or whatever.”

I laughed. “Or whatever. OK. Yes. I pick Imogen. Maybe I’m fucking up, but that’s what feels right.”

“There you go,” said Emma with a smile. “See? Not that hard.”

“Now I just have to tell everyone else.” I grimaced. “They’re not going to be happy with me.”

“Their problem,” said Emma. “You’ve always cared too much about what other people thought, anyways. Just remember. You’re the savior. Not them.”

“Right. Right.” I nodded my head, encouraging myself. “Right. Thanks, Emma.”

She gave me a wink. “That’s what I’m here for.”

There was a knock on the door. I knew it was Valeria before she stepped inside, clad in her gleaming scale mail and with her ax slung over her shoulder. She’d braided her golden curls into a thick rope that hung over one shoulder, and her expression was grave. 

“It’s time,” she said. “They’re expecting us.”

 


Chapter 8

 


 

The doors to the council room opened, and I gave Emma a swift hug before entering, Valeria just a step behind and to my side. The room was exactly as before, and Queen Shalarra rose to her feet to greet me alongside the rest of the assembly.

“I trust you are well rested and prepared for the next trial,” said Shalarra, scrutinizing me. 

“I have rested and am ready,” I said.

“Your companion? I’ve heard reports that you spent a good amount of time in the library reviewing candidates. Have you chosen someone?”

“I have,” I said, and I have to admit my nerves spiked up. It was one thing to agree with Emma in the privacy of my bedroom, another to voice my thoughts out loud before the gathered notables of Bastion. “After careful consideration I’ve made my choice. I’m following my instincts here.” I took a deep breath. I was stalling. “I’ve chosen Imogen, one of the librarians.”

Half those gathered clearly hadn’t heard the name, but the others were obviously shocked. Grunwin was present, and he spluttered as Shalarra paled and held up a hand, demanding silence.

“Noah. Imogen is not an Aspirant.”

“Well, I know she’s fallen from grace and all that, but like I said, I’ve made up my mind.” I felt the prickle of sweat along my brow and my stomach was tying itself up in knots. I fucking hated arguing with people. “So, yeah. That’s that.”

“Imogen is not a suitable candidate!” Grunwin rose to his feet. “I was the one who bound the collar of nullification about her neck! I was the one who discovered her reading blasphemous tracts!”

“Yeah, sure -”

“Let is also be noted that it was my mercy that stayed her execution!” He was nearly shouting. “She is corrupt! One shade close from being nephilim herself! Her soul seethes with darkness! She cannot accompany you on your quest! She will doom it!”

“Grunwin,” snapped Shalarra. “Sit down.”

The head librarian opened and closed his mouth several times, glaring at me, but finally sat.

“Noah. You are new to all this. You may not understand -”

“Um, I’m sorry to interrupt.” Annoyance was helping me stand up for myself. “You know, I’m the savior, right?” A dumb question, but it forced everyone to nod. “Like, I was chosen by the Source to do this? And I’m choosing Imogen. So, that’s kind of the end of the conversation. Right?”

A sickly silence fell over the room. Everyone exchanged looks. The old crone lady groaned and let her face fall into her hand. Taniel the bearded councilor blew out his cheeks and shook his head. Grunwin’s face was darkening with barely restrained fury.

“You are correct,” said Shalarra at last, her voice tight. “You are the savior. If Imogen is who you truly wish to have on your team, then you shall have her. Even if it is over our every objection. Even if those who have studied this matter for decades strenuously object and tell you that you are risking the very fate of the universe in doing so.”

“OK, great. Done deal.” I felt like I might throw up. It wasn’t combat with goblins or anything, but having an entire room of authority figures glaring at you and hating your decision was like trying to walk into a hurricane force wind. You always cared too much what others thought, I heard Emma say, and forced myself to lift my chin. “That’s my decision. Imogen, please.”

Shalarra sank back into her seat, her face pale as if she was going to be sick. “Summon Imogen,” she said to a guard standing against the wall. “And hurry. The door to the trial opens within the hour.”

The man bowed stiffly and left. 

I stood there feeling awkward. I could sense Valeria’s disapproval coming off her in waves. 

“Since the savior doesn’t see fit to heed my council,” said Grunwin, rising to his feet and trembling with fury, “I don’t see any reason to remain part of this advisory body. If you will excuse me, my queen.” And then, without waiting for a nod from Shalarra, he brushed past me and left.

“I agree with Grunwin,” said a stiff older man who looked more stick insect than human. “This disregard for wisdom and common sense is appalling. I will have no part in it.”

“Nor I,” said a rotund woman with tightly bound gray hair. “Excuse me.”

In short order half the council left. Those who remained behind looked drained, the hope in their eyes replaced by a dull, haggard resignation.

I fought to stay calm and pulled out my chair. My knees were feeling weak, so I sat down, Shard clacking against the chair as I did so.

The next forty or so minutes passed in an almost pained silence. Nobody met my eyes. I stared at the wall above Shalarra’s head where a system of spheres were depicted, some of them connected by lines and each containing a glyph I couldn’t read. The tree of life?

A tentative knock sounded on the door, which was then pushed open with far greater assertiveness, revealing a squadron of guards flanking Imogen.

Her face was pale but composed, her large glasses reflecting the light of the countless candles in a flash as she stepped inside. She was still clad in her voluminous librarian robe that hung to her ankles, but something had shifted in her bearing; whereas before she’d seemed to disappear inside those robes, now they seemed alien to her, unable to contain her intensity and fierce focus.

She gave a deep curtsey. “I was summoned?”

“Imogen,” said Shalarra, not rising from her chair. “The savior has chosen you to join his team as a true companion. May the Source have mercy on our souls.”

“He -” She turned to me, her eyes snapping open wide. “You - you what?”

I stood. “I did. Choose you, that is. I want you to help me, uh, save the universe.”

“There’s been a mistake,” said Imogen, glancing at Shalarra than back to me. “I’m corrupted, they’d never allow -”

“I’ve allowed it,” I said. “I made the choice. I want you to join my team. I think you’re right about trying a different approach. We need to do something different this time if we’re to succeed. Are you up for it?”

“Am I up for it?” Imogen gave a shaky laugh. “Are you serious?” Her eyes filled with tears which brimmed then flowed down her cheeks. “Of course. Anything. I’d do anything to help you.”

I beamed at her, still supremely aware of every disapproving stare that was being sent my way. “Great. Then, uh, we need to remove that collar. The trial’s about to begin.”

Her gloved hands flew to her neck. “Remove…?” 

I gave a firm nod. “Remove it. Now.”

Shalarra gave a weary nod, and two guards stepped up alongside Imogen, taking hold of her collar with both hands. Shalarra spoke a word of power that caused the air in the room to reverberate, and then the collar fell apart. The guards drew it away and with curses threw the pieces to the ground, shaking their hands as if they’d been burnt.

Imogen touched her bare neck as if in a daze. Then she inhaled sharply and even I felt the crackle of power flow into the room. My skin crawled and the hairs down my arms and on the nape of my neck prickled. 

“It’s been so long,” whispered Imogen, looking down at her gloved palms. “But it comes back as if it had been no time at all.”

“You may be part of the savior’s team,” barked Shalarra as she rose to her feet. “But I will not have you practice your foul magic within Bastion. You will limit yourself to casting only within the Trials. Am I clear?”

Imogen turned slowly to regard the queen, and I saw no respect, no fear in her eyes. Still, she bowed her head, and that sense of power faded away. “As you will.”

“You have but minutes before the doors open,” said Shalarra, voice stiff with disapproval. “We’ll leave you three to talk strategy. I wish you luck, savior. I wish all of us luck.”

And with that she swept out of the council chamber along with everyone else, leaving me alone with Valeria and Imogen.

I looked over to Valeria. “Sorry.”

Valeria shook her head. “This is a mistake. I feel sick to my stomach. But what’s done is done. Welcome, Imogen.”

Imogen adjusted her spectacles on her pert nose. “Thanks.”

“But one word of warning.” Valeria pushed off the wall to step right in front of the librarian. “If I catch you doing anything underhand. If I even suspect that you’re working against us, or playing us false, I’ll cut off your head faster than you can blink. Understood?”

“Charming,” said Imogen. “I can tell working with you is going to be nothing but unadultered joy.”

Valeria inhaled and seemed to swell, her chin dipping as she swayed forward, looming over the more slight Imogen.

“Easy, easy,” I said, stepping in and gently pushing Valeria back. “Come on. We need to focus, right? That door’s going to open and then it’s show time. And I for one really don’t want to die.”

“Right,” said Valeria. “You’re right.”

“And if what you told me last time holds true, then this test will, uh, test our magical abilities? Whatever Imogen’s bringing to the table?”

“In part, yes,” said Valeria. “We’ll need first and foremost to work as a team. But magic should play a big role in what’s to come.”

“So, let’s start acting like a team, yeah?” I felt hopelessly out of my depth. Valeria was still glaring at Imogen, who seemed as unconcerned as a cat being glared through a window by a dog. “Imogen. What can you do?”

“Quite a lot, actually.” She reached up to rub at her neck. The skin there was chafed an angry red, I saw. “By the Source it feels good to be free of that thing. Let’s see. I’m not limited to ‘corrupt’ magic, as everyone thinks. Before I started down that path I reached the Seventh Circle in geomancy. Fifth Circle in levenbolt, and Fourth Circle in psyche-imperium.”

Valeria gave a grudging nod. “That’s… that’s pretty damn respectable.”

Imogen quirked an eyebrow. “I’m glad you approve.”

“That doesn’t mean anything to me,” I said.

“The circles are levels of achievement,” said Imogen briskly. “Each one takes twice as long to reach as the one before. Everyone moves from the first to the second in a matter of weeks. To go from the second to the third can take months. The third to fourth can take up to half a year. Graduation from the fourth to fifth circle can take entire years, and that’s as far as most people progress.”

“So your being seventh circle in geomancy… that would have taken decades?”

“Or raw talent,” said Imogen with a quiet smile. “Geomancy is a subtle art. It involves both spatial awareness of what lies about you, as well as the ability to pick the best path through any given landscape and the ability to do so without being observed. Given enough time I can learn a surprising amount of information about any area around me.”

“That sounds great. What’s levenbolt?”

“Lightning strikes,” said Valeria. “The ability to summon the fire of the heavens, even from a clear sky.”

“Holy shit, like Raiden from Mortal Combat?”

They both stared at me. 

“Never mind. Fifth circle in lightning bolt sounds perfect. And that last one?”

“Psyche-imperium. The ability to dominate and influence the thoughts of others.” She gave me a sweet smile. “Don’t worry. I didn’t influence you into picking me. I had the collar of nullification on, remember?”

“Oh, right. Of course.” That hadn’t even occurred to me. 

“A useful if underhand skill,” said Valeria. “And one you will never, ever use on us. Correct?”

“Of course,” said Imogen, linking her hands behind her back. 

“What about your… uh… corrupt powers?” I didn’t know quite how to phrase it. “You know. The dark magic stuff?”

“I’ll tell you if Valeria here promises not to attack me.”

“I’m not a mindless attack dog,” said Valeria. “Go on. Spew your filth.”

“Thank you. I’ve made extensive study of the dark magics, as you call them, but have barely scratched the surface of what the enemy can do. Each sphere from the tree of life has fallen to its Qlipothic counterpart, and in so doing bestowed different powers upon the forces that serve Lilith. As such, you can think of each Qliphothic sphere as possessing its own unique sphere of dark magic. It’s impossible to learn them all in one lifetime.”

“Did you know that?” I asked, turning to Valeria.

“No,” she said, her voice as grudging as was humanly possible. “I didn’t.”

“There’s much, much more,” said Imogen. “I dare say I’d qualify as even Second Circle for what I’ve studied. Suffice to say I can cause our enemies to lose all hope and forget why they strive toward their objectives.”

Valeria scowled and looked away. 

“Well, OK,” I said. “That sounds… useful. What do you think we can expect in the trial?”

“No idea,” said Imogen. “But I’m not going in there wearing this thing.” And with that she reached behind her head to grasp the heavy woolen robe and haul it up over her head.

I wasn’t sure what to expect. A servant’s shift? A tracksuit? Some Greek number like mine? But it wasn’t what I saw. I swear to god Imogen was wearing something that looked like a French maid’s uniform. A white apron was tied around her slender waist in a broad sash and fell down to mid-thigh over a full black skirt of some fine, silk-like material. Her shoulders were puffed out and fringed with white, with black buttons running down the center of her form-fitting black shirt. White stockings emerged from below the knee length skirt, and white gloves reached up her forearms to disappear under her sleeves.

Imogen reached up and unpinned her tightly curled bun of hair, and two slender braids unspooled to fall down to her hips. With a sigh of satisfaction she squared her shoulders and adjusted her glasses once more. “There. That’s better.” She caught my expression. “What? Did you think I was naked under that robe?”

“No, it’s just that… what you’re wearing. It’s… where I’m from…”

“Yes?” She looked down at herself. “Where I’m from this is what women of my station wear. Black represents the tzimtzum of divine presence, white to represent the creative energies that emerge from Kether. The severity of the cut reflects my dedication to knowledge.” She frowned at me. “What were you going to say?”

“Uh, nothing.” This was ridiculous. I desperately wished Emma was with me to commiserate. Valeria and Imogen were both staring at me. I guess it wasn’t exactly a French maid’s outfit, but still… 

And that’s when it occurred to me. Like a final Tetris piece sliding into place. The outfit completed the subtle, erotic appeal that I’d felt for Imogen from the first moment. Well, it wasn’t so subtle any more. I’d not that about that angle of having her as my companion at all, but now I couldn’t think of anything else. Her body was tight and slender like a dancer’s, her waist narrow, her breasts - or what I could make out of them beneath her black shirt - full and high. I’d glimpsed her shapely legs before, and more than anything Imogen’s mocking severity had me suddenly desperate to know what she’d be like in bed.

Imogen arched an eyebrow, and suddenly my face was aflame with embarrassment. Idiot! Had I just stood there undressing her before them both?

“I’m glad you approve of my attire, savior,” she said, and there was no denying the smug amusement in her voice. “You can examine it in greater detail after we pass the trial.”

Oh god. I coughed into my fist. I’d never in my life had women be this forward with me. “Right. Later. If, of course, that feels right. When the time comes, I mean, because, you know, there’s no need, no absolute requirement, to - to -”

“Fuck,” supplied Imogen.

I had another coughing fit. “Right, to - uh - consecrate the cosmic bond, as it were, unless, of course, there’s - uh -”

“He was like this with me too,” said Valeria. Did she sound amused as well?

“But I’m guessing you helped him overcome this reticence of his?”

“Yes,” said Valeria, the emotion in her voice shading from amusement to thoughtfulness. “After our trial I saw him quite… differently. I was taken by surprise. It was… it was pretty good.”

Pretty good? I whirled around. “Hey, you know I’m right here, right?”

They both stared at me. Somehow, despite everything she’d said, Valeria had found common ground with Imogen. They each arched an eyebrow. “Yes?” asked Imogen.

“Nothing. You know what? Forget it. We can, uh, enjoy making fun of my ‘reticence’ as you put it after we get through this trial. For now though, how about we focus on not getting killed?”

“I’m fine with that,” said Imogen, completely composed. “So, Noah. What can you do?”

That took me aback. I glanced at Valeria for support, but she was clearly going to let me speak for myself. “Um. I’ve got a few years of martial arts training under my belt, though it’s been awhile. And, uh, this magic sword?”

Imogen pursed her lips, clearly not impressed.

“He killed two goblins by himself,” said Valeria. “He acquitted himself well in our trial.”

Thank you Valeria. “That’s right. And also I’m kind of the savior here, so that’s really what I do, you know? Save the universe, long term speaking.”

“Long term speaking,” said Imogen, voice cool, and I realized how much of an idiot I had to sound like.

“Look, I didn’t pick this gig, I didn’t spend my life training for it. I just kind of got beamed up here and now I’ve got to deal. So, yeah. That’s what I’ve got. A little martial arts and a magic sword.” 

“And two companions,” said Valeria. “My sword and Imogen’s Hexen magic. We’re a team. We’re going to have to work together once the trial begins. I’d like to suggest you both listen to me as we go in. I’ve got more experience in combat and these kinds of situations. Once we determine the nature of the challenge before us, then we can depend on Imogen’s expertise to figure out our next steps.”

Imogen nodded. “Fine with me.”

“Sounds great.”

The same chime as before sounded, and the great door at the end of the room began to glow. 

Valeria unslung her battle-ax and I drew Shard. Imogen swept her braids behind her back and pulled on the hem of each glove so that the fabric stretched taut. 

“Ready?” asked Valeria.

“Ready,” I said.

“Always,” said Imogen, voice crisp and passionless.

“Then let’s do this.” Valeria strode toward the glowing doorway, pulled it open, and led the way through.

 


Chapter 9

 


 

We emerged into a room filled with statues. The space was large, perhaps the size of half a football field, the floor made of interlocking tessellated flagstones and the ceiling lost in the darkness above. Everything was made of a dull, lead-like substance, and the lighting was poor, originating from weak lanterns suspended from long, iron chains that creaked eerily though I felt no breeze.

Valeria immediately fell into a combat crouch, and I did the same, though I didn’t know which direction to face. The door was gone, I realized, and we stood roughly in the center of the room. Imogen simply adjusted her glasses and peered around, displaying no tension whatsoever.

The statues were creepy as fuck. It was hard to tell if they were life sized, however, because they depicted creatures and monsters I’d never seen before. The closest to me was of some ogroid creature, massive and with hulking shoulders, but where its head should have been was an explosion of tentacles. Its arms also split into tentacles, and more poured down grotesquely from between its legs.

There had to be scores of them arrayed throughout the massive room, all of them sculpted from the same leaden substance, all of them different. I realized I was breathing in sharp, short hitches, and immediately focused myself on slowing my breath down. 

Beyond the ogre was a slender, abnormally tall man of sorts, its face devoid of features, its arms reaching down almost to its shins. A weird jellyfish thing was held aloft by only its longest tentacle which brushed the floor and took all of its massive weight. To one side was a mass of snakes, all coiled into a snarling mass of coils. Beyond that, a child with a hollow head, its face completely gone. 

Everywhere I looked I saw manifestations of horror. It was like a rogue’s gallery of monstrosities. They extended in every direction, spaced evenly apart, and none of them moved. 

“Statues,” I whispered. “Right?”

Valeria’s only answer was to grip the haft of her ax blade all the tighter, causing the leather binding to protest.

“Let’s take a look,” said Imogen, voice as quiet as my own, but even so it seemed startlingly loud in the silence. She crouched and pressed her palm to the ground, whispering beneath her breath as she did so. A moment later I felt a soft concussive wave of force pass through me. It was the weirdest sensation, more like feeling deep bass in your chest than a wind or pressure against my skin.

“There we go,” said Imogen. “No doors or rooms beyond these walls, at least that I can detect. This room is the entirety of the trial.”

“And the statues?” hissed Valeria.

“Inanimate but magical. Right now they’re solid metal, but… I can’t say for sure. There’s some dark magic at play here. I can almost recognize it, but not through geomancy. I’ll have to take a closer look.”

I turned slowly, searching for any sign of movement in the gloom. “Any sign of the exit door?”

“None,” said Imogen. “No exits whatsoever.”

“So we must accomplish a task in here,” said Valeria. “The trial’s a puzzle. If we mess up, I guarantee the statues will come to life.”

“Most likely,” said Imogen. “I’m going to inspect the closest statue.” She wasn’t asking for permission, but set out, her serious black shoes clicking on the metal ground. Back straight, chin raised, she walked up to the octopoidal ogre-thing and there linked her hands behind her back as she examined it.

I exchanged a nervous glance with Valeria and moved after her. Shard was without its lambent white fire - did that mean it didn’t sense any threats close by? Valeria padded alongside me, cutting sharp glances to each side every so often, as unnerved as I was. 

“Interesting,” said Imogen. “See here at its feet? It’s standing on some kind of rune.”

I followed her finger and saw thin lines swirling under the ogre’s massive feet, carved as if by the finest of lasers. “Can you make sense of it?”

“This one appears to be a debased version of Tagimron,” she said. “The corrupted Qlipoth of Tiphareth.”

“That’s the one of inner beauty, right?” I felt a moment of pride over remembering. “This guy sure doesn’t look harmonious.”

“Correct,” said Imogen, walking around the statue. “But the rune is poorly drawn. Incorrect, even. Let’s look at another.”

We followed her to the tall, slender man that loomed over us with a creepy presence beyond which its figure should have conveyed. There was a presence to the statue, a sense of unnerving power, of turgid fear. I gulped and tightened my grip on Shard, but the statue didn’t move.

“Gha Ashheblah,” said Imogen. “The corrupted Qlipoth of Chesed. Where the divine love of the Source is forced to spread so far and so thinly that it breaks. But again, the rune is incorrect.”

“Or perhaps you don’t know it as well as you think,” said Valeria.

“Perhaps,” said Imogen. 

“Are we supposed to search each statue for the correct rune?” I asked. “Like… a twisted treasure hunt of sorts?”

A bell tolled, bruising the air with its dolorous clangor, and I clapped my hands over my ears, grimacing as pain struck deep into my mind. Squinting against the sound, I saw the ogre octopus thing suddenly shiver, crimson light flaring up from beneath to illuminate it starkly before fading away.

The statue shivered once more, then it turned its tentacled head to consider us.

“Whatever the puzzle is,” said Valeria, moving away from us to begin circling the monster. “You’d best figure it out real fucking fast.”

“I’ll help her hold it off,” I said, fear sluicing through me like dirty ice water through a storm drain. Shard flared with white fire. “Hurry!”

The ogre’s skin color didn’t change - perhaps even its composition remained the same - but it moved now with the fluid ease of something alive. The tentacles reached in my direction, interweaving with fleshy hunger as it raised its arms. Before I could react the tentacles that extended from its elbows burst forth, exploding toward me with terrible speed, and wrapped around my waist to lift me off the ground.

Valeria shouted but I couldn’t place her. The pressure around my stomach was terrible, squeezing my innards to pulp as the tentacles retracted, bringing me toward the ogre’s nest of head tentacles. I screamed and slashed at the arm before me with Shard, which cut through them in one sweep. I fell to the ground, dropping several yards to crash onto the metal floor and there sprawled out, gasping for breath and wrestling the remaining tentacles away from me.

I heard Valeria let out a battle cry of some kind then the ringing clang of metal striking metal. With a grunt I tore the last of the heavy tentacles from around my waist only to look up and see Valeria take a backhand across the cheek and be sent sprawling.

“Valeria, no!” I leaped to my feet, something deeply wrong with my innards, and ran forward, forgetting all tactics and wisdom in my desperate attempt to save her life. The ogre loomed over her, glinting darkly in the lantern light, the tentacles of its remaining arms pouring down to cover her body like a mass of snakes poured out of a basket.

I screamed, something incoherent born from my terror, and the head tentacles swiveled around to regard me. It raised its truncated arm and new tentacles burst forth, regenerating with terrible speed to blast in my direction.

I knew shit about sword play, but even I could just swing a sword like a baseball bat, slashing through the oncoming storm. Even though I cut through most of the tentacles some still got through and hit me in the chest like a two by fours ejected from a cannon.

I went down.

My chest locked up and I couldn’t breathe. Black motes danced in my vision as I rolled onto my side, desperation keeping me moving. I wanted to curl up into a ball, but that would mean death. Shaking, I swiped clumsily at the tentacles that sought to wrap around my legs. Only Shard’s ridiculous sharpness let me be remotely effective, for where its edge touched the tentacles they split open like overripe fruit. 

I staggered forward, my chest frozen with pain, unable to breathe, unable to do anything but let out a panicked moan, and lurched toward the ogre with all the speed and coordination of a ninety year old woman searching for her walker. 

A bolt of lightning split the air as it coursed past me to envelop the ogre. Blue and white flickers of searing electricity played over it, and it threw its tentacled head back as if in agony, drawing its arms back to reveal Valeria’s supine form. 

My vision was swarming with darkness now, my chest still seized up, and I felt like I was sinking under water. Sheer, blind desperation though drove me into a staggering run, and with Shard held aloft I charged the ogre just as the electricity left off. 

The ogre regained its balance and turned toward me but it was too late. At the last moment my chest unlocked so that I inhaled with a massive ragged wheeze just in time to then scream in horror at what I was about to do. I plunged Shard with both hands straight into the ogre’s chest, sinking it in to the hilt. Lines of white fire burst forth from my blade, zigzagging across the ogre’s body who then with a deafening crack shivered apart into hundreds of leaden chunks which rained down upon the ground to bounce and spin.

I crashed to my knees, heaving for breath, feeling like I was going to puke. Not giving myself time to rest, I turned to where Valeria pushing herself up to her knees.

“Valeria?” My gasp was almost unintelligible. 

She looked over to me and I felt a jolt at the sight of her left eye - the sclera had turned completely red, giving her a demonic look, and half her face was shiny and red from the impact with the tentacle. That was going to turn into the mother of all bruises.

“Good work,” she rasped, rising to her feet through sheer determination. She swayed and then straightened. “By the Source that hurt.”

“We have to hurry,” said Imogen, striding up to us, shoes clicking. “I think there’s some kind of timer in place. The next statue will animate shortly.”

“My ax,” said Valeria, lifting it painfully from the ground. “No effect.” She grimaced as she examined one of the half-moon blades. The perfect curvature was flattened where it had impacted the ogre.

“Then yeah, let’s hurry,” I said, my breath finally easing out. My chest was still on fire, however, and if I breathed too deeply I felt a stabbing pain just to the side of my sternum. “Any ideas?”

“A theory,” said Imogen. “The diagrams are those of the Qlipothic spheres. Those are arranged in a specific order on the tree of death, leading to Kether, the last remaining Source sphere. I think we have to trace that path back, lead ourselves home, as it were. Which means first we must find an accurate diagram of Lilith, the culmination of every corrupted sphere and where the path of the universe materializes into the physical.”

“I know the rune for Malkuth,” said Valeria, rubbing at the side of her head. “The Source version of Lilith. Is the rune similar?”

“Reverse it, then cut three diagonal slashes down from the upper left to lower right.” 

Valeria nodded. “I’ll help you search.”

“And, ah, I’ll keep the statues at bay,” I said, the very words causing my heart to sink.

“Thank you,” said Imogen, considering me and without mockery for the first time. “Stay close to me. I can protect you best in this trial.”

I saw Valeria scowl, but she nodded and took off at a jog, slowing as she passed each statue to examine the ground beneath their feet.

Imogen moved surprisingly quickly without breaking into a run; she only glanced at the runes beneath each statue’s feet before moving. I stayed close, burning blade in hand, trying to decide which statue I’d like to have animate next.

There were no good options.

“Here!” called Valeria. “I’ve found it!”

We hurried over. The symbol was carved out beneath a statue of a man in full plate armor, a massive knight clutching a headman’s ax in both gauntlets. Severed heads hung from its belt, and a cloak of what looked like flayed human skin hung from its broad shoulders, crudely stitched together and with dozens flattened faces across its surface.

“Well done,” said Imogen. She spread her hand wide and called out a harsh, grating word that made me wince like nails going down a chalkboard. The rune beneath the knight flared blue.

“Next we must find Gomaliel,” said Imogen. “You know the rune for Yesod?”

Valeria nodded. The side of her face was growing puffy now, her crimson eye squeezing shut. 

“Again, reverse it, but this time remove the lower half and replace it a series of interlocking circles split by ragged slashes. Understood?”

“I think I saw one like that back there,” said Valeria, and took off at a run.

Imogen glanced up at the lanterns that swayed above us, and just then the bell tolled, loud and painful. I winced but forced myself to stay focused, turning in place till I saw the telltale flare of crimson light. 

Shit.

It was illuminating the hollow headed little girl.

Not good.

“Hurry,” I said, gripping Shard in both hands. “I’ll - I’ll deal with her.”

“Let her approach,” said Imogen, her voice taut with tension. “Stay close!”

I followed Imogen, backing away from the little girl who began to move toward us. She was creepy as fuck, wearing a leaden little uniform and with thick braids hanging down over each shoulder. Her face was completely missing, however, and the inside of her skull had been scooped out, leaving an inner surface that was textured like the sworls of a peach pit.

“Stay away, stay away,” I muttered, adjusting my grip on Shard. I could feel Valeria way off to the left, desperately running back toward us. “Valeria!” My shout echoed over the statues. “Keep hunting! I’ll deal with her!”

Was that a pulse of frustration I felt from her? “Fine! I’ll stay close though! Shout if you need help!”

I need help right now, I said. Wait. Where had the little girl gone? She’d been walking between the statues over there - but - now - where - ?

I was panting again, sweat running down my back, pain lancing through what had to be a broken rib, feeling like I wanted to puke. I turned in ever quicker circles, darting glances around in every direction.

There. My heart nearly stopped when I saw the girl peeking out from behind a weird geometric column on spider legs. Just like a little girl playing hide and seek. She pulled her hideously hollow head back behind the column and was gone.

“Shit. Shit shit shit.” I tried to swallow but my throat was bone dry. Where was Imogen? I’d lost track of her too - there, moving along the statues. I hurried toward her, kind of skipping sideways in an attempt to watch my rear. 

Valeria screamed and I felt her go down.

“Valeria!” She was over thirty yards or so off to the left. Hadn’t she said she was going to stay close?” “I’m going to her!”

Imogen didn’t even look in my direction, but gave a curt nod and then stopped, peering down at something. She cried out another harsh, grating name, and a blue light flared before her.

I burst into a sprint, racing between the statues, Shard a living ember in my hands. A moment later I was by Valeria’s side. She was breathing, no wounds upon her, eyes closed. I touched the side of her throat. Pulse was racing way too fast. 

“What she do to you?” I whispered, turning mid crouch to stare around the gloom. Where was that little freak? 

Valeria grunted and began to convulse, her heels drumming on the ground, crimson froth emerging from between her lips.

“No no no,” I whispered, feeling helpless, not knowing what to do. Had she taken a hit to the head? Should I turn her on her side so that she didn’t choke?

I turned to call to Imogen and screamed. The girl with the hollow head had been standing behind me. She loomed over me and I was hit with a blast of pure, unadulterated terror. It was as if a vice had just snapped shut around me, causing my every muscle to spasm and lock in place, my brain to flatline, my guts to churn as if being stirred by a rusted iron rod. 

The girl’s head expanded like the hood of a cobra and I saw that even though the contours within it were carved from lead they were moving, twisting and twining over each other. She lowered her head toward me and I couldn’t move, couldn’t do more than whine as I felt hot piss run down the inside of my leg again.

Tell me you didn’t piss yourself, oh mighty savior?

Brielle’s voice, loud and mocking in the depths of my mind, and with it a surge of self-disgust and fury. I roared and stabbed Shard straight up, spearing it into the girl’s head and straight out the back.

The girl clamped her hands to Shard’s burning blade and then vibrated apart, shattering immediately into chunks and leaving only a fine, gray dust in the air.

Valeria’s convulsions stopped.

Gasping, my mind blank with horror, I turned and scooped Valeria up in my arms. I rose to my feet and nearly fell, her ax hanging from a loop around her wrist and smacking into my knee. God damn she was heavy. Holding her to my chest, I hurried toward where I saw Imogen’s flitting shape. 

My shoulders were burning, my arms about to give way by the time I reached her. Sweat was coursing down my face and the stabbing pain in my chest had been joined by a stich in my side. Was I this out of shape? I set Valeria down and knelt beside her, nearly retching. 

“Imogen! Talk to me!”

“Five down!”

“How many to go?”

“Five more!”

I fought a groan that wanted to tear itself out of my core. The goblin test hadn’t been fun but it hadn’t been terrifying like this. I knelt there, trying to control my breathing, wiping the sweat away and watching Imogen, waiting for the next toll of the bell.

“Help me up,” rasped Valeria. Her eyes had opened and her face was pale but for the livid bruise. 

“You stay the fuck down,” I said. 

“Hell no.” She grimaced and rolled onto her side. “I didn’t stop. Back home. I won’t stop. Now.”

It was damn impressive. Before my eyes I saw Valeria will herself to her knees. I clasped her arm and helped her stand, and she rose to sway beside me and then settle and stand firm.

She grasped her ax. “Damn thing’s useless.”

I don’t know why I did it. Instinct, maybe? The fucking Source everyone was going on about guiding me? But I reached out with Shard and touched it to her ax, which immediately caught fire as if it had been doused in oil.

Valeria’s eyes lit up and she gave a feral smile. “Yes. Now we’re talking.”

“Six!” called out Imogen. She’d drifted far away from us, to the far other side of the huge room. 

“Let’s head her way,” I said. “I don’t like being split up.”

“Agreed,” said Valeria. She took my arm and leaned on me as we hurried through the maze of statues. I didn’t look at them now. Didn’t want my imagination to run riot as we passed one horror after another. 

“Seven!” Imogen’s voice held a note of triumph. “Three more to go!”

“I fucking hate Hexen magic,” rasped Valeria. “Hate all of this.”

“Me too,” I said, fighting for breath. Was the room growing darker? I looked up and saw one of the lanterns go out. “Now wait a fucking second. That’s not fair!”

Valeria looked up. “Not good.”

“No,” I said. “Very not good. C’mon.”

Imogen wasn’t helping. She was racing from statue to statue now, her long braids bouncing off her shoulders, leaning down to read the runes in the growing gloom. 

The bell tolled, and I swear I must have developed a Pavlovian response to the sound because I cried out in fear. Valeria squeezed my arm, maybe to reassure me, and we turned, searching for the crimson light.

“Over there,” whispered Valeria. “Far end of the room.”

It was a small mercy that it was far away. The crimson light’s corona faded away. Whatever had come to life had already begun moving in our direction, even if I couldn’t make it out.

“Incoming,” I called to Imogen, moving Shard before me to hold it in both hands.

“Nearly there,” Imogen called back. “Just a little more time!”

Valeria moved out to my side so that we weren’t bunched together. “It might not make a direct approach. Don’t focus too much on where it originated.”

“Right,” I said, turning warily. “Back to back?”

“Good idea.” 

We moved to stand together, her back against mine. I took comfort from her presence. I sensed her behind me as well as felt her, and her being there made a difference. I wasn’t alone. I had someone standing with me whom I could absolutely trust. 

I squared my shoulders and set my jaw. The darkness between the shadows was growing denser. I thought I could see movement in the depths but that could have been my imagination. 

“Easy,” murmured Valeria. “Relax as best you can. Breathe deep. Ease your grip on your sword.”

I hadn’t even realized how wound up I was. It took conscious effort to let my shoulders settle, to exhale beyond a tight gasp. I rippled my fingers over the hilt of my sword and then held it firmly instead of throttling it.

“Where is it?” asked Valeria. “Can you sense it? It should have been on us by now.”

“No,” I whispered. I glanced over to Imogen. “What if it went for her?”

“Shit,” croaked Valeria. “You’re right. It takes her out we’re done for. Imogen! It’s coming for -”

A coruscating blast of electricity shattered the darkness, so livid and bright I had to squeeze my eyes shut. Imogen yelled in anger and then a second bolt went forth, spearing up into the air to crackle against the far ceiling and leap from iron chain to iron chain.

Valeria was already gone, and I took after her, following her shadowy form and burning white ax to where Imogen had been. Stupid! Why had I thought it would come for me? Hadn’t the little girl taken out Valeria first?

I ran past the last statue and saw our new foe. It was large, bigger than a man but barely humanoid, its shape oval with fin-like arms extending from its sides. No legs, more of a serpentine lower half, and it was looming over Imogen who was scooting away from it on her ass, her glasses flashing as they reflected the dim light from overhead.

“Hey, ugly!” Not the best line, but it was all I had. I surged forward, passing the wounded Valeria, and the statue turned to regard me.

Not what I’d been expecting. It looked like the underside of a manta ray, with weird eyes recessed under smooth, droopy brows, a slash of a mouth, and gills of sorts running down its neck. 

I brought Shard back over my shoulder like a baseball bat, freaked out but not seeing how it could hurt me, and then it surged at me in an explosion of horror.

Its slit of a mouth widened so that it could have swallowed a wheelbarrow, revealing thousands of needle sharp metal teeth that extended toward me as if each sought to sink into my flesh first. Its brows pulled back as if by its very explosive speed revealing eyes that filled me with a numbing cold, that made my limbs heavy with terror or some other evil magic.

My scream choked in my throat and I tried to swing my sword but I was too slow, too late, too shocked and taken by surprise. Just before it crashed down upon me like a killer wave Valeria’s ax flew over my shoulder, spinning so fast it burned through the air like a meteor and sank straight into the monster’s chest.

Such was the force of the blow that the manta-ray statue exploded into shards of metal mere moments before it would have collided with me, so that sharp chunks and fragments showered past me, slicing me up and knocking me to my knees.

“Noah!”

My head was ringing from the impacts and my mouth was filled with dust. I coughed, gagging, and then Valeria was by my side, arm moving around my waist. “You OK?”

“Fine,” I said.

“You’re bleeding.” Imogen crouched before me. Her mouth was drawn into a severe line and she reached out to brush my hair back with her gloved fingers. The side of my face felt hot and wet, and something was wrong with my shoulder. I looked down awkwardly and saw a splinter of metal the length of a knitting needle extending directly from the joint.

“That’s not good,” I said.

“He’s going to bleed out,” said Valeria. “That wound’s deeper than it looks.”

“Just my shoulder,” I mumbled.

“No,” said Valeria. “This one in your side.”

I blinked, feeling dazed, but couldn’t make out what she was getting at.

“Here,” said Imogen, reaching behind her back to undo her apron and tear it from her waist. “Press this against the wound. I’ll hurry.”

I kept blinking in an attempt to make my eyes focus. Was it getting that much darker? I could barely make out the closest statues.

“Hell of a throw,” I said.

“Just focus on staying awake,” said Valeria, pressing the wadded apron hard against my ribs. “OK? Stay awake.”

“These statues are the worst.” My tongue felt thick and rubbery. Luckily the pain was going away. I kicked out my legs before me though I couldn’t really feel them all too well. “These trials suck.”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “Stay with me, Noah. All right?”

“I’m not going anywhere,” I said. “Where would I go?”

“Eight!” Imogen’s voice was tight with triumph and tension. 

I stared blearily at Shard on the ground beneath my knees. “Hey. I should be holding that.”

“Take it easy,” said Valeria. “You just need to focus on -”

“No,” I said. Why was it so hard to talk? “Sword. Gives me strength.”

“Oh,” said Valeria. She leaned forward, her thick golden hair brushing my face, and moved my hand down to close my fingers around the hilt.

She smelled good, I thought. I wanted to just lean my face into her neck, breathe in her delicious hair. 

Warmth flooded up my hand. My thoughts grew clear, as if I was waking up from a dream. I grimaced and sat up straighter. 

“That better?” asked Valeria.

“Yeah,” I said. And it was. I lifted Shard and stared at its burning length. “Much. Things were starting to get… loopy there.”

“She better hurry the fuck up,” said Valeria. “We can’t take on another statue.”

“Your ax?”

“Ruined.”

We stayed there in silence for a few moments, waiting, watching as Imogen ran back across the room with a purpose. Had she already passed the ninth rune before? Remembered where it was? Yes. A moment later she called out, voice thin from the distance, “Nine!”

“We can do this,” said Valeria, voice grim with determination. “Almost there.”

The bell tolled. If anything it was louder this time, a rolling, bronze peal of doom that made the very floor seem to shake. 

“Help me up,” I said.

“Hell no,” said Valeria. 

“I’m your fucking savior.” I gritted my teeth. “This is an official savior order. Help me the fuck up.”

She cursed and rose unsteadily to her feet, then slid her arm under my own and hauled me to my feet with surprising ease. 

My mind blanked for a moment. All kinds of things were wrong with my body. Shock, I realized. Shock was all that was keeping mind blowing pain at bay. 

“There,” whispered Valeria. “You see it?”

It was impossible not to. Perhaps a stone’s throw away a giant made of tens of thousands of worms was glowing crimson. He had to be at least ten yards tall, only vaguely humanoid, but as the light faded I saw his entire body begin to writhe as the countless worms - each as thick and long as my arm - began to burrow and slide over each other.

“What do we do?” I asked Valeria.

The worm behemoth oriented on us and took a stride at least six yards long. 

We both began backing away. 

“I don’t know,” whispered Valeria, voice fraught with frustration and helpless anger. “I can’t wield your blade.”

My feet were dragging. I didn’t have the strength to lift them up properly. With a grunt I pointed Shard at the giant. It was the most futile gesture I’d ever made.

Another step, then a third, fourth and fifth in quick succession, and it was upon us. It loomed massive like a shifting cliff of thick iron cables. I could only imagine how disgusting the real deal had to be, the grating hiss of metal worms rubbing at each other replaced by meaty, wet sounds.

“Behind me,” I said.

“Never.”

The giant seemed to rise up, as if tens of thousands of its constituent worms were climbing its own corpus, and then just before it could fall upon us Imogen stepped out from the shadows, hands raised high.

She’d taken off one of her gloves. Her hand, I saw, was dark with swirling tattoos. Tattoos that moved, sliding over each other like things alive.

The worm behemoth hesitated. 

Imogen called out a phrase that I couldn’t understand, didn’t want to understand, each word like a cold iron knife being stabbed into my mind. Waves of power flowed from her, and the air became thick and greasy, cold and damp. 

Again Imogen called out, her voice shaking with strain, and the worm statue actually groaned, like metal shearing under too much weight. 

“Hurry,” whispered Imogen, voice shaking with effort. “The tenth rune. Behind me. Go!”

We didn’t hesitate, but arms around each other’s waists we hobbled past where she stood toward the closest statue. 

Imogen backed toward us, whispering vile words beneath her breath. The worm giant twisted from side to side as if hooked from behind and unable to free itself to pursue.

When she reached us, Imogen took a deep breath, screamed out a horrific syllable, then dropped her arms to turn to the rune beneath the statue.

The behemoth moaned, the sound akin to a truck being torn in half, and moved toward us, rising high to tower above us in the gloom and then come crashing down in a tidal wave of iron worms. 

Imogen screamed out the name of the rune beneath the statue’s feet, and blue light flared beneath us, rising up with blinding purity and the room fall away as we were transported to safety.

 

 


Chapter 10

 


 

I collapsed to my knees as light flood back in all around us. Though my wounds were gone, I still fell to my side with a groan, opening and squeezing my eyes shut over and over again in an attempt to clear them of the spots that remained from that searing blue light.

Voices, shouts of excitement, and then hands grasped me by the arms and hauled me upright. A crowd jostled around me. People were asking questions, but it was all I could do to really appreciate that my wounds were gone. The sliver of metal in my shoulder. The broken ribs. The deep, bleeding cut in my side. 

Valeria elbowed her way to my side, and people gave way, releasing me with a mixture of annoyance and fear. 

“You OK?” I asked, knowing that she was, but wanting to hear it, needing to hear it.

“Fine,” she said, placing a hand on my shoulder and searching my face. “You?”

“Yeah.” I ran my fingers through my hair and then laughed. “Somehow. We did it. Holy shit, Valeria, we did it!”

“Thanks to Imogen,” said Valeria, turning to search for our third, who was picking herself off the ground. “Much as I hate to admit it.”

A crimson clad figure stepped out of the crowd, hand on one cocked hip, flaming hair swept back. “I have to admit, ‘savior’, I’m surprised you’ve made it this far. I didn’t think you had it in you.”

Valeria didn’t even turn. “Get lost, Brielle.”

“Wait a second,” said the crimson clad girl. “Wait. Are Noah’s pants wet again?”

“Actually, that reminds me.” I stepped up to her. I mean, yes, she was still hella intimidating in her form fitting leather armor that left little to the imagination, but I was coming fresh off a victory over some truly nightmarish creatures and perhaps that gave me a little momentum. “Thank you.”

That took Brielle by surprise. “What?”

“Thank you. In there. In the trial. We were about to die, and I thought of you. It gave me the strength to carry on.”

It was like I coming at her with one surprise blow after another and she was on her heels. She tried for a smirk, seeking to regain her balance. “I can’t say I’m surprised. You’re not the first man to -”

“Yeah, I remembered your comment about my pissing myself and I got so furious I just kept on fighting. You know? So thanks. Thanks for being so rude and giving me the, ah, determination to keep going.”

“I - what?”

“See you around, Brielle.” I’d meant to call her a bitch but lost my nerve. Still, it felt pretty good to leave her speechless as I walked back to Valeria. Imogen had joined her, was smoothing down her black skirt, glove back over her hand once more. 

“Idiot!” shouted Brielle from behind me, and I heard murmurs of amusement as she plunged back into the crowd.

“You’ve a way with women,” said Valeria. “I could tell when I first met you.”

Imogen smiled, a tentative expression as if she weren’t sure she was actually part of our group yet. “That was… that was intense.”

“No kidding,” I said. “I mean, look at me. I pissed myself. Again. If that’s not proof that I’m the universe’s savior I don’t know what is.”

Imogen looked down at my crotch, expression turning serious, then back up at me. She didn’t smile.

“It was a joke,” I said. “I’m trying to show that I’m comfortable with being terrified in front of… you guys.”

“I see,” said Imogen. “Noted.”

“Good job,” said Valeria. “I can’t believe I’m saying this, but I doubt anyone else could have gotten us out of there.”

“Probably not,” said Imogen, a small, smug smile tugging at the corner of her lips. “But I won’t let it go to my head.”

“What was that, at the end?” I asked. “The part where you pulled off your -”

Imogen placed her hand over my mouth. Her glove was soft, smooth, the pressure firm. “Not here,” she said. “Not in public.”

“Then let’s head back to our suite,” said Valeria. “We have to talk.”

I nodded and Imogen dropped her hand. I glanced around. “No Shalarra to congratulate us this time?”

Imogen tugged at the hems of her gloves. “They might be a touch resentful for a while. Our victory proves them all wrong in their biases.”

“Whatever,” I said. “Let’s go.”

A few people in the crowd called out encouragement or compliments, but I simply waved and strode on. Valeria led the way, and ten minutes later we stepped into my suite, where Emma rose up from the couch, setting the crimson tome aside and running to hug me with a cry of relief.

“You did it!” She squeeze me tight, and I practically glowed with pleasure as I hugged her back. 

Emma stepped away, beamed, then looked past me. “And this must be Imogen?”

“You have me at a disadvantage,” said the librarian.

“This is my best friend Emma,” I said. “She was transported here with me at the same time. She was the one who helped me decide to invite you into the team. Told me to trust my instincts.”

“Then you have my thanks,” said Imogen, giving a slight curtsy. “I feel like I’ve been returned from the dead.”

“Noah knew what he wanted,” said Emma. “I just gave him a little push. So? How did it go?”

“Fucking brutal,” I said, moving to a sideboard where cut crystal decanters held liquids of various colors. “I mean, nightmare fuel kind of bad.” I stopped and pressed my hands against the edge of the counter, hanging my head as images flickered through my mind. The hollow headed girl. The giant of worms. The lanterns creaking as they swayed overhead. 

“That bad?” asked Emma, voice soft.

“That bad,” said Valeria, stepping up next to me. “I haven’t been that afraid since I left my home world.” She took up a decanter filled with golden liquid, sniffed the opening then poured two fingers’ worth in a glass and slid it over to me.

Whisky, I discovered. Or something very like it. I turned to face the room, glass held to my lips. “Imogen saved us. I mean, Valeria and I did our best to hold the line, but yeah. Without her knowledge, her quick thinking, we’d be… yeah.”

Imogen canted her head to one side. “If you all insist on praising me like this I truly will become conceited.”

“Today you have reason to be,” said Valeria, handing her a drink. “Emma?”

“Sure,” she said. “Yes. Please.”

I raised my glass. “I suck at toasts. But, uh, here’s to us. Two trials down, three to go. Imogen, Valeria? I’m really glad to have met you guys and have you on my side. To us.”

We clinked glasses. I took a pretty decent sip, and then hissed with satisfaction as the liquid burned its way down just right. 

For a moment we all just stood there, facing each other, then I moved to sit on the couch. “So. Imogen. We’re in private now.”

“Yes, so we are.” She ground the toe of her shoe into the marble with a frown, as if extinguishing the life of a bothersome insect, then sighed. “At the end there, as you put it. I could perhaps have tried a levenbolt, but I was afraid it would be like firing arrows into a crashing wave. Useless. So instead I used an incantation of Harmiel. I caused the statue to lose us, to forget where we stood, even if only for a few seconds.”

Valeria’s glass was already almost empty. “You took off your glove.”

“I did,” said Imogen. Her voice remained crisp. “Believe me, Valeria. You don’t want to know more. Not when we’re just starting to get along.”

“I need to know,” said Valeria. “If we’re going to do this together, we can’t have secrets from each other.”

“Oh?” Imogen arched a dark eyebrow. “Are you telling me you have no secrets of your own? That you’ve told Noah absolutely everything there is to know about you and your past?”

Valeria’s face darkened and she looked away.

“I thought not. If Noah asks, I’ll tell him. Otherwise, please believe me when I say you don’t want to know. I’ll play my role, and that should suffice.”

The silence that followed was pretty awkward. I searched for something to say, some comment to break the tension. 

It was Emma however who came to our rescue. “Harmiel? I just read that name. It’s a… well, it’s complicated, right? A part of the Qlipothic sphere of Ghogiel?”

“I’m impressed,” said Imogen, moving to sit on a chair across from us. “You’ve been busy.”

Emma held up the crimson book. “Not much else to do while you guys were in there. And trust me, pacing doesn’t do much for your nerves, so yeah. Did some reading.” 

“Harmiel is an aspect of Ghogiel, yes. Ghogiel is the opposite of Chokmah, the sphere of wisdom, which can also be understood as the beginning of perception. Ghogiel is its opposite, and thus specializes in obfuscation, in ignorance, in the loss of understanding. At its most powerful it can block the very life that flows through us, but Harmiel is a minor aspect. Superficial, you could say. With it however I can cause our enemies to lose track of us, create blind spots in their perceptions, if only for a few moments.”

“Awesome,” I said. “I can see that being endlessly useful.” I took another sip of my glass and drained it. The dynamic was still off between us. Imogen’s reserve had perhaps slipped for a moment, but following Valeria’s challenge she’d pulled back into herself, whereas Valeria was standing stiffly to one side, clearly unsure as to how to behave with our new addition.

“Listen,” I said. “This is only going to work if we all make an effort to get along. Each trial only gets harder, right? And we’ll soon be adding a third to our team? If we’re going to pull this off we need to… we need to try and get along.” Did that come out as lame as it had sounded in my head?

Imogen’s lips thinned into a line as she watched me. Valeria was nodding but didn’t seem convinced. 

I stood up and refilled my glass. “Look, I’m not really good at this whole motivational speaking thing. So you guys are going to have to work with me here, but come on. Imogen, you saved our butts. Valeria, you’re the bravest person I’ve ever met. We worked some magic in there, not - you know - Qlipothic or whatever magic - but our own kind of magic. We made it work. We were a team. We have to hold onto that. Right?”

I filled my glass halfway, causing Emma to raise an eyebrow but she wisely chose to stay quiet. “So think of these words as commands coming from your savior. You’re going to work at being friends. You’re not going to act all mysterious and cold and distant. You’re going to give each other a chance. You’re going to find a middle ground, and you’re going to appreciate each other for what you’re bringing to the table. Am I clear?”

“He’s not a bad motivational speaker,” said Imogen to Emma. “Not good, but not bad either.”

“I’ve never heard him speak like this,” replied Emma. “Maybe it’s the whisky?”

“It’s not the whisky,” said Valeria. “He’s got more fire in him than you realize.”

“You should know,” said Emma, and then blushed. “Sorry.”

“It’s not the whisky,” I said loudly, trying to drown them out. “It’s the fucking truth. I’ve had to fight for my life twice now. I’ve also pissed myself twice, and that’s a testament to how brutal this whole thing has been. And if the Qlipothic spheres out there are anything like the trial we just went through?”

And suddenly my eyes teared up with an overflow of emotion. Emotional exhaustion, repressed horror at what I’d just seen, the intensity of nearly dying several times in quick succession. I wiped the back of my wrist angrily across my eyes. “Look, I can’t do this without you guys. I need you to get along. I need you to just try, all right? Please?”

My words hung in the air, and then Valeria nodded and stepped forward. “Of course. Imogen?”

Imogen sighed and set her glass on the table. “He makes it rather hard to say no.” She rose to her feet, smoothing her black skirt down. “But fine. Yes. Friends. The best of friends, forever.”

“Imogen,” I said.

She rolled her eyes. “Apologies. Yes. Valeria. I promise to deal with you honestly and to treat you with respect.”

“And I the same,” said Valeria. “I may not think of you as a sister yet, but I hope in time that will change.”

Imogen grimaced. “I’m not overly fond of familial terms, but yes. I understand what you mean.” She looked over at me. “Do we need to hug?”

It was my turn to roll my eyes. “No, you don’t need to hug. That was great. Thank you.”

Imogen sat down, a subtle smile on her lips. Valeria chucked and returned to lean against the bar. 

“So,” I said. “Now that we’re best friends forever, we need to get on track, right? A third candidate?”

“What of Emma?” asked Imogen. “Is she being considered?”

“I - ah -” Emma sat up straight. “What?”

“Because if she was brought through with you, then there are resonances at play that cannot be denied,” said Imogen, speaking calmly over Emma’s flustered words. “Very little happens at this level of destiny that is true coincidence. She’s already displayed admirable wisdom in encouraging you to select me.”

Valeria snorted then covered her mouth with her hand. “Sorry. Excuse me.”

“I’m not really cut out for this kind of thing,” said Emma. “I mean, I love Noah to pieces, but I don’t know magic or how to use a sword.”

I love Noah to pieces. God damn it, when would those words stop sending little stabs of pain through my chest where my heart was coincidentally located? Not I love Noah but an expression that was clearly… ah fuck it. Never mind. 

“I wouldn’t ask Emma to join us,” I said. “I couldn’t endanger her like that. Me, I’ve got this glowing sword of power and a few years of training to fight under my belt. Emma’s an amazing lacrosse player and all round fantastic person, but travel across hellscapes…?”

Imogen shrugged. “Just a thought.”

Emma sank back into the couch cushions. If I had to guess I’d have thought she looked relieved.

“Third candidate,” said Valeria. “We’ve got magic and martial skill. Now we get to finesse our team. What do you think, Imogen? Anybody or any angle leap to mind?”

“What about Neveah?”

“Neveah?” I asked, turning to Valeria. “You haven’t mentioned her before.”

“For a reason,” said Valeria. “She’s a failure.”

“That is indeed one way to look at it,” said Imogen. “Or you could look at it as her being the strongest companion to ever set out on the quest.”

“Who the hell is Neveah?” I asked.

“Neveah,” said Valeria, voice slow with forced patience, “Is the only companion to ever return from a savior’s quest. Everyone else who has ever set forth has disappeared and never been heard from again.”

“Wait, she came back?” I moved to sit once more. “How so? Did she explain what happened?”

“Oh yes,” said Imogen. “Even I heard about it in the most remote rooms of the library. It was all anyone spoke of for a few months after her return. But much of her memory had been erased. She remembered setting out. Ilandro - her savior - chose the portal to Ghogiel, and she recounted the first few weeks of their travels. Then - nothing. No memory of what happened for the month that followed.”

“She cut her way through the siege on the ground level,” said Valeria. “I have to admit that’s impressive. Especially in the condition she was. She brought back a special sword. It was of course immediately taken from her.”

“Why?” asked Emma. 

“Because it was a Qlipothic weapon,” said Imogen with a sneer. “And the council does not view anything controversial or different with a favorable eye.”

“It was a Qlipothic weapon,” said Valeria. “That means something. She doesn’t remember what happened to Ilandro. She doesn’t remember anything except cutting her way back here a month after her last memory. Doesn’t remember where she got the sword.”

“So what happened to her?” I asked. 

“What do you think?” asked Imogen, and took a sip from her drink.

“Imprisoned?”

“Correct. The council decided the risk of her being a double agent or corrupted in a subtle manner that they couldn’t detect was too high. She was clapped in irons, a collar of nullification placed about her neck, and locked away.”

“That’s so unfair,” said Emma.

“No,” said Valeria, “it’s not. You don’t know how dangerous this corruption can be. Imogen is blasé because she’s - well, Imogen - but there’s a reason we don’t take prisoners of war back. We’ve learned that the hard way.” She paused, saw the question in my eyes, then shrugged uncomfortably. “They have all turned against us. All of them. Whether after a few weeks, months, or even in some cases years, every person that returns to us from the corrupted spheres betrays us.”

“So Neveah…?” I looked from Valeria to Imogen. “Doomed to betray us as well?”

Valeria nodded. 

“Just like I’m supposed to,” said Imogen wryly. “I admit there is great danger in being corrupted. But just as I’m not fainting maid who will collapse before this danger, nor is Neveah. Before she left she held first place in the glory ladder and the wisdom ladder. That’s unheard of. She was Ilandro’s first pick, and nobody was surprised. That, and her willpower is obscene. I suggest we at least ask to speak with her. I’d like to examine her, use my special abilities to detect any corruption. Allow you, Noah, to see if your instinct tells you anything.”

Valeria set her glass down hard on the sideboard. “Are you trying to fill this team with corruption and darkness? Your presence alone is dangerous, but you and  Neveah? No. Absolutely not.”

Imogen drew a cloth from a pocket somewhere and began to wipe her glasses clean. “I’m confused. I thought Noah was the savior?”

Valeria ignored her. “Noah?” 

“I want to speak with her,” I said, and immediately held up a hand to forestall Valeria’s protests. “I’m not ignoring your warnings. I promise you. I just think it’s a good idea to have Imogen check Neveah out for corruption, you know? She’s in a unique position to maybe detect something the others missed given her skills. Or clear her, even.”

Valeria looked down at the ground, jaw clenched. 

“We all have to trust Noah,” said Emma. “Believe me, I know how hard that can be. He’s been my dorky best friend since forever, and now I have to think of him as the universe’s last chance? It’s tough. But I’m working on it. We all need to work on it.”

“You don’t understand,” said Valeria. “Neither of you do. Noah, you just got a taste in the trials of the corruption that waits for us out there, but that was a pale imitation of the real thing. Neveah was out there. Nobody knows what happened to her during that lost month. What she did. What happened to her team. We can’t risk bringing her into our own. We can’t.”

Emma spoke again. “If she’s not right for our team, Noah won’t pick her. If she is, he’ll bring her in. And we’ll just have to accept his decision.”

“With all respect,” said Valeria. “You’re not part of this. And second, we companions are meant to guide him, give him advice -”

“Which I just did,” said Imogen. “Enough. Noah has made his decision. As Emma said, now we have to trust that the Source will guide him. That is all any of us can do. Right?”

Valeria grimaced and tossed back her drink. “I’m going to go clean up. I’ll be back soon.” So saying, she strode out of the suite and was gone.

“I feel bad,” I said. “This is twice I’m going against her advice. I don’t want her to think I don’t value her opinion.”

Imogen shrugged. “She’s a grown woman. She’ll have to come to terms with your being the leader. Now. Are you ready?”

I frowned at her in confusion. “Ready?”

“We need to forge our bond.” She rose to her feet. “Why wait?” And with that she strode with perfect composure through the archway that led into my bedroom.

 


Chapter 11

 


 

I placed my hands on my hips and shook my head, staring out the window, not wanting to meet Emma’s eyes.

“She’s pretty forward,” said Emma, somewhere between sympathetically and in amusement. “It’s got to be tough being the savior of the universe.”

“This is just kinda ridiculous,” I said. My heart rate was racing again. Thank god I didn’t have high blood pressure. I’d have had a heart attack by now.

“Nobody’s really explained to me why you’ve got to sleep with your companions,” said Emma. “I mean, is it some kind of fetish thing, or…?”

“No, there’s a reason for it.” I hung my head and scrubbed at my face. “I mean, ever since Valeria and I, uh -”

“Fucked.”

“Slept together, I’ve been able to sense her location. It’s super vague and all, but if I focus I can kind of tell what direction she’s in.” I did so, and pointed off to my left. “There.”

“So you get spidey senses about them?”

“No, it’s more than that.” I was supremely aware that Imogen was waiting for me. How long could I make her wait? “It’s got all kinds of cosmic resonances and crap. Like, the act of, uh, orgasming together opens us up to Kether’s blessing or something. It’s an affirmation of life. And that’s the opposite of Lilith and Qlipoth and whatever. So it’s… I don’t know. Stuff. Unlocks our potentials, whatever that means.”

Emma studied me. “So shouldn’t you get them pregnant to really max out that life affirmation thing?”

“What?” The idea of setting off on this epic quest with five pregnant women made my balls contract in dread. “No! God no. Valeria told me I can’t get her pregnant. The mystical forces of Kether absorb that energy, preventing them from getting, well. You know.”

“So Kether is a form of birth control?” There was a devilish glint in her eye. Was she enjoying my torment? “If we get through all this, there’s a huge business opportunity there.”

“Yeah, very funny.” I rubbed my hands up and down my hips and glanced nervously at the archway through which Imogen had stepped. 

“Yeah, OK, maybe it’s not.” She stood up. “Look, I know how weird this has to be. But at least Imogen’s attractive, right? If you’re into that whole severe French maid thing?”

I gave a halfhearted nod. “Yeah. She’s… right.”

“So. That’s something.” She placed her hands on my shoulders. “Just close your eyes and do it for England.”

“What?” 

She grinned. “Sorry. Couldn’t resist. C’mon. It’s not that bad. Did you enjoy your time with Valeria?”

I blushed. “Yeah.”

“Then? Think of this as your education in being a man, right? Or, I don’t know. Either way you don’t have a choice, so… enjoy it.”

“Right. Right.” I felt like such a loser, needing a pep talk from my best friend to go be intimate with a beautiful girl. 

Emma gave me a playful shove on the shoulder. “You got this. I’m going to go look for some food. Find me before you head down to talk to this Neveah?”

“Sure. Grab something for me to eat too, will you?”

“You bet. Need to keep your strength up.” 

“Ha ha. Thanks, Emma.”

“No problem.”

We stood their awkwardly. I wanted to give her a hug, but that felt weird given what was waiting for me in the next room. So instead Emma just patted my shoulder again and walked past me and let herself out.

Leaving me along in the antechamber, staring at the archway. Why was I so nervous? 

I’d grown comfortable with Valeria after our trial. With Imogen? Not so much. To be honest I was still kind of intimidated by her. That edge of mockery that undercut all her words kept me from relaxing. I’d no idea what she really felt about me. After our trial, I’d sensed a genuine interest from Valeria, even if it was more curiosity than outright desire. This time? I could imagine Imogen smirking at me as I came.

“Fuck this,” I muttered and walked into the bedroom. I’d no idea what to expect, but Imogen was seated on the edge of the bed, skirt flared out around her, looking distractedly out the windows at the darkening clouds. 

“Hi,” I said. 

She looked over to me, gaze distant, expression blank. A moment later she blinked and focused on me. “Hello.”

I felt all gangly and awkward. Didn’t know what to do with my hands, how to stand, even. Imogen wasn’t helping. She simply sat there, watching me, expression giving nothing away.

“Do you really want to do this?” I asked.

“Forge our bond? I don’t think we have a choice.”

“Yeah, I know. But - like - do you want to do this?” I felt like cringing. Did I sound as pathetic to her as I did to myself? 

“Are you asking if I’m interested in you sexually on a personal level?”

Oh god, I wanted to die. “Uh. Yeah?”

“You’re a fairly attractive young man, Noah. You did well in the trial. I don’t have any problems with sleeping with you.”

Don’t have any problems with sleeping with you. Damn. What a ringing recommendation. “Oh,” I said. “That’s… that’s good.”

A look of sympathy crossed her face. “It’s a matter of perspective, isn’t it? What we’re about to do has nothing to do with us. With Imogen and Noah. It’s purely about the savior and his companion, and our need to be at our most effective. It’s impersonal, almost. And who knows? Perhaps we might even enjoy it.”

My face burned. “Yeah, who knows? Crazier things have happened.”

She arched an eyebrow. “Valeria didn’t seem too disappointed. There’s hope.”

“OK, now you’re fucking with me.” I strode past her to the window, needing to look at anything besides her. 

“Just a little. To be honest, I hadn’t expected you to be this… reticent about this aspect of the quest.”

“The other saviors are more eager?”

“I suppose they knew what they were in for when they were selected, and saw it as an enjoyable prerogative. To be sure, I don’t think I’ve heard of an example where a savior chose an Aspirant with whom there was no bond, no physical connection.”

“And do we have that?” I placed my hands on the broad stone still and stared through the shifting clouds. “A physical connection?”

“I felt something when I first saw you.” Her voice had grown pensive. “Something about you caught my attention. I wanted to both help and frustrate you. I wanted to draw out a reaction, to be something more to you than a forgettable librarian.”

“Is that why you pulled out those huge books first?”

“Maybe.” Was that humor in her voice? I turned and saw that she was indeed smiling, a small, private smile. “You should have seen your expression as I piled them in your arms. Quite worth it.”

“Ha, yeah. That was absolutely hilarious.”

“What about you? Did you feel anything when you saw me?”

“Did I…?” I thought back. An image returned to me, of her finger walking through books high above her head, raised on the ball of one foot, her calf revealed, how her stocking had clung to her leg. “Yeah. Maybe.”

“Maybe?” She leaned back, the fabric of her skirt rustling. “Be honest.”

“All right, yes. Sure. Curiosity. You were… mysterious. Unexpected. And, like, sharp, you know? Quick. Funny, in a dark way.”

“So you fell in love with my personality.” She’d lowered her chin to her chest. There was something new in how she was regarding me. I felt suddenly more self-conscious, aware of myself, my body. 

“Well, that and you’re - I mean, you’re a very attractive woman.” I groaned inwardly. Could I sound more prudish?

“You think so?”

“Of course! I mean, yes. You’re…” I tried to find the words. They were all melting away before her leveled gaze. Both braids hung down over her shoulders. Her bangs were severe above her glasses, her nose pert, her heart shaped face. But what made her incredibly arousing was her self-possession. Her utter self-control. Her confidence. She exuded a mature authority, and to have her looking at me like that, thinking god knew what - it was electrifying.

“Come here, Noah.”

I stiffened up. Not a request. Not a suggestion. A calm, deliberate order. I stared at her, paralyzed. This was it. This was the moment. She wasn’t going to wait any longer. I wanted to move. I wanted to take that first step, but my throat had closed up and I couldn’t breathe.

She didn’t repeat her order. Simply sat there, leaning back on her arms, skirt flared out over the bed sheet, ankles crossed. Waiting. Watching me with an infuriating patience and calm.

“Yeah,” I finally croaked, and stepped forward. She unlocked her ankles when I reached her, and I took the invitation, stepping up so that my knees pressed against the edge of the bed, her own legs just outside my own.

“Take off your tunic.”

Mild panic. I was a child compared to her. How much experience did she have? Nervous, hands fumbling, I pulled my blood drenched tunic over my head and dropped it to one side. 

I’d have killed to have revealed a chiseled torso. Abs and slab-like pecs. Broad shoulders, anything. Instead it was just me. Pale, slender, and without any muscle definition whatsoever. 

Imogen’s gaze traveled down my body then back up to my eyes. “Your leggings.”

My breath trembled in my chest, my stomach tightening with nerves. Shouldn’t I demand she strip as well? But I couldn’t muster the nerve to complain. I undid my belt, tossed it aside, then took a deep breath and pulled my leggings off, kicking my shoes off as I did so.

I was so nervous I wasn’t even hard. That was the worst of it. I wanted to explain, say something, crack a joke, make her smile, but I was transfixed by her pensive expression. 

Casually, thoughtfully, she reached out and ran the tip of her finger down the length of my cock. 

It was as if she’d traced a line of fire. With a rush my cock sprang to life, jerking upright and shivering as she moved her finger to its underside, drawing a second line from its base to the engorged head. 

I couldn’t tear my eyes away from her face. I was watching desperately for some sign of boredom, of disapproval or disappointment. Was so ready to be crushed. To yank up my leggings and hobble away.

But her expression remained distant. As if she wasn’t really here, wasn’t really touching my manhood. She reached down and cupped my balls, the fabric of her gloves cool and pleasant. She squeezed me gently, then looked up to meet my gaze.

“I like your cock,” she said, and I nearly died. It was a statement of fact, said in that same dreamy tone. 

Before I could respond, before I could move, she sat up and brought her lips to my head. I thought she was going to take the whole of it into her mouth at once, but she instead pushed my cock up and ran the tip of her tongue down its length. Slowly.

It was the sweetest torture. I craved for more sensation, for her to grasp me firmly, to take me in her mouth and envelop me in wet warmth. Instead she moved her face down the length of my cock, in no rush, right down to the base where she took one of my balls in her mouth and sucked on it gently, and only then did she look up at me.

Oh god. I nearly came right there. The sight of her lips around my balls, one hand delicately holding my cock, and that eye contact, it sent a current of electric power right through me and my whole body shivered.

Her tongue worked around my balls, massaging them, and she ghosted her fingers down my shaft, the lightness of her touch driving me insane. It was the hottest thing I’d ever seen, ever felt. To have her down there, so calm and collected and sucking on my balls, to know that we were just getting started, that I was soon going to fuck her, that I was going to -

My cock convulsed and I cried out as a shocking wave of ecstasy flashed through me. I spurted, my cock leaping in her hand, and came as if a Mack Truck had just slammed into me. 

Shame and humiliation washed over me immediately after, but Imogen only pumped my shaft a few times, pulling away from my balls as I came all over the back of her skirt where it lay across the bed.

“Oh god,” I said. “I’m so sorry, I didn’t meant to - it was just -”

“Shh,” she said. “It’s all right.”

“No, actually.” I gave a panicked laugh and stepped back, fighting the urge to pull my leggings up. If I’d had my jeans I’d have done so. “It’s far from OK. I mean, aren’t you supposed to cum too for this to work?”

“Mmmhmm.”

“So? I blew it.” I wanted to die. I bent down to grab my leggings, my balance and poise be damned. I had them up over my knees when she spoke and I froze.

“Haven’t you ever cum twice before?”

I looked up at her, not comprehending. “Twice?”

“Yes.”

“Uh, no.” A flicker of anger shot through my panic. “I’m not like a fucking pornstar.”

“I don’t know what that is,” she said, a faint frown creasing her brow, but then she shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. You don’t have to be. Come here.”

I stood there, hunched over, frozen. Was she for real?

Imogen pushed herself back onto the bed, so that she lay full length upon it, her black skirt gathered about her, head resting on her hand. She patted the empty space beside her. “Come here, Noah.”

“You’re kidding me.”

She didn’t bother to respond.

I felt torn. I still wanted to get the hell out of there, but - she looked so damn fine stretched out like that. And her confidence. It was like a narcotic. She looked utterly unfazed by my blowing my load ten seconds into our encounter.

“You’re serious?”

Still she remained silent. She tilted her head slightly, and her large glasses flashed, hiding her eyes for the briefest of moments. She took hold of one of her braids and pushed it back over her shoulder.

And I had the sudden image of plowing into her from behind, both her braids twisted in one fist as I pulled her head back, and like that my cock stirred once more.

I kicked off the leggings altogether and crawled onto the bed next to her, turning at the last moment to lie on my back. 

I thought she’d lean in and kiss me, but she didn’t shift her head off her palm. Instead she touched my chest with one finger, and there held it. “Kether,” she said. “The first and purest emanation of the Source. It marks the moment of first motion before non-self turns into self. Its symbol is a single point as all differentiations or qualifications merge together in a single indivisible union.”

I didn’t know what to say. My heart began to pound again for some reason. 

“The name for Kether’s Qlipothic counterpart isn’t known,” she whispered, and began to draw her finger down my sternum, the pressure steady and firm. “We call it Thaumiel, but it’s only a guess. However, as Kether is a unified point, Thaumiel is understood to be two opposing forces.” Her finger moved down my stomach which fluttered with my pulse, the pressure growing harder. “An eternally aggressive tension or duality between two opposing polarities.”

Her hand passed my navel and took hold of my cock. It was limp, my attention caught by her words. She closed her fingers around its base and gave it a slight squeeze. She was gazing down at my manhood, her voice still distant, almost distracted.

“If all is one and unified in the first ray of light in Kether, then all is divided and cleaved in its most inner essence in Thaumiel.”

She ran her thumb back and forth over the head of my cock. “You and I, we are currently in a state akin to Thaumiel, Noah.”

With a rustle of her dress she moved down the length of my body till her face was poised above my cock. “Divided. We must overcome that duality and become one. We must reach a state of perfect unity.”

She leaned down and licked what was left of my cum from my cock, the contact exquisite and making me shiver, then took all of me in her mouth, enveloping me as I’d desired before, hot and wet and tight as she took all of me.

I groaned and turned my head away, closing my eyes as I focused on the sensation. Her lips pressed against the base of my cock, her nose against my balls, then she pulled back, sucking as she went, till only my head remained in her mouth. Again she descended, and I felt myself growing hard as she massaged my balls, her every movement controlled and slow.

It was amazing. I’d never received head before, though of course I’d seen a thousand porn clips of it. It was the kind of act I always skipped when looking to jack off, cutting to the more intense moments. I’d never guessed it could be this intense. This personal.

I kept growing harder as she worked me, and then I felt the light scratch of her nails against my balls. It was like electric sparks flew into my core, and I groaned, raising my hips off the bed before sagging down.

I wanted her to move faster. Saw myself reaching down to take her head and guide her faster, but didn’t dare. I glanced down my length and saw that she’d closed her eyes. The sight of my cock appearing and disappearing into her mouth, her lips around my shaft, the sensation of her tongue against me, her fingers on my balls -

- and then they weren’t anymore, but instead moving down, sliding along the sheet beneath me to press against my asshole.

I gasped and half sat up, eyes wide, but she didn’t react. She closed her other hand around the base of my cock and pulled down so that the skin of my shaft stretched taut, and with her other hand slowly worked the tip of her finger into my ass.

Holy mother of god. I almost couldn’t handle it. Wanted to pull her hand away, tell her I wasn’t into that, that I didn’t know what she was doing - but she clearly did. 

My cock slipped free of her mouth altogether and I saw her bring her hand up from under me, every inch of skin covered in lurid, dark tattoos that I couldn’t make out. She slid her finger into her mouth, wetting it, and then slipped it beneath me once more and slid it into my ass.

My whole body went rigid. She resumed sucking me, sliding her finger out as she pulled her mouth up, then sliding it back in as her slips slid down to the base of my shaft. 

It was indescribable. I didn’t move. I stared straight up at the distant ceiling, my mind blown. And I’d grown rock hard, I realized; my cock was straining within her hand, a dull pounding filling me like storm driven waves slamming themselves against a cliff. 

Just when I thought I couldn’t take it any longer she pulled her finger free and sat up.

I gasped, propping myself up on my elbows. I wanted to say something. Wanted to express my shock, somehow - but all I could do was watch as she lifted her skirt and straddled me, the fabric touching me lightly from my stomach down to my knees. I felt the soft fabric of her stockings, and then she reached beneath herself and gave a sharp yank and I heard fabric tear. 

“There,” she whispered, taking my cock in her hand and guiding me up inside her, lowering herself slowly upon my shaft.

She wasn’t going to get undressed. And for some reason that turned me on even more. Fucking her in her black maid’s outfit, her skirt settled around me, a glimpse of her white stockings on either side of me as she knelt, her braids falling forward to coil on my stomach as she adjusted my head against her hot wetness - it was insanely arousing.

I felt her lips. She was smooth, I realized with a shock, no - there, a faint brush of hair. I arched my hips, wanting to slide inside her, but she guided me away. Propping herself up with one arm, she worked my head back and forth along her cunt, using the head of my cock to rub herself, her clit, back down between her lips and then up again.

I watched, transfixed. She had her eyes closed, her lower lip between her teeth, a single vertical line between her brows as she focused on her own pleasure. 

Hot damn it was amazing to be used in this way.

Back and forth she moved my cock, and I lay still, watching, luxuriating in her wetness, the feeling of her pussy, trying to divine its contours from what I felt with my cock.

“Ah,” she said, the faintest of gasps. Not an orgasm, but simply a quiet pleasure in what she was experiencing. She opened her eyes and gazed at me, quite serious, and asked, “Are you ready?”

I could only nod.

She guided me back down her wet slit and then tilted her hips and suddenly I slid deep inside her. She gasped again, a deeper sound, and sat up straight as she settled upon my hips, taking all of me into her body.

I couldn’t breathe. I lay there, my cock buried to the base of its shaft in her cunt, unable to see anything for the skirt, but more aroused than ever before. 

Imogen didn’t move. She sat upon me, face raised to the ceiling, and reached down to the side to pick up her discarded glove. Eyes closed she pulled it back over her bare hand, and when she tugged at is hem the familiarity of that gesture was a jolt that caused me to raise my hips, lifting her clear off the bed.

She gasped again, surprised by the movement, and smiled. A private smile, as always, and when I lowered to the bed she reached up to clasp both her breasts through her black shirt and only then did she begin to rock, grinding slowly upon me so that my cock undulated within her, squeezed and released over and over again by her pussy.

It was slow torment. My pleasure built up, rising but never peaking, but that was almost secondary to the pleasure in watching Imogen. She might as well have been alone, her eyes closed, rocking and squeezing her breasts, biting her lower lip once more. Using me. 

And I loved it. I wanted her to cum. I wanted her to lose control. I wanted her composure to break. So I rocked with her, thrusting a little deeper each time, and subtly her grinding changed from back and forth to up and down. 

I picked up the tempo. My urgency grew, but I realized I could control it; having cum once already I now could work her without any danger, so work her I did. A sensation of control fell upon me, and I felt myself grow stronger, more focused, in tune with her own private rhythm.

I reached down and grasped her hips, my forearms resting over her stockinged thighs, and slowly but forcefully began to fuck her. 

Imogen raised herself slightly and went still, no longer riding me but allowing me to penetrate her again and again. 

Her breath was growing ragged, and I saw a fine layer of perspiration break out over her face. That goaded me on. With slow, focused thrusts I pushed her closer and closer to her own orgasm. Each time I nearly slid completely free, my cock’s head nestled between her lips, then I’d pound it back up, a single fell thrust that rammed me all the way home.

I squeezed her hips and moved faster. She started to moan, a low sound that pulsed each time I thrust. I felt my own orgasm approach, a vast nullity, a wall of annihilating whiteness in my mind’s eye. 

I abandoned all pretense of rhythm, of control. Gritting my teeth, breathing in harsh gasps, I bucked into her harder and harder, causing her to shiver and shake above me. Her moan turned into a cry, a cry that grew louder and higher as I fucked her with everything I had, her braids dancing about her shoulders, and then she lifted her face toward the ceiling and screamed and I came in a thundering crescendo deep inside her.

For long, agonizing seconds we hung there, suspended above a void of ecstasy, my body only touching the bed at the heels and shoulders, buried so deep inside her I felt like we were becoming one. She shook, her scream cut off by its own intensity, and then we both crashed back down to the bed and she fell over me, her slender body draped over mine, her face pressed into the bed over my shoulder.

I held her hard by the hips as her pussy shook, convulsed around my cock. Tremors that grew less intense by the moment but which lasted who knew how many minutes. 

Imogen lay still, her body trembling, her hands clutched under chest and between us. I held her hips and as my own orgasm subsided I came back to myself.

I lay still. Somehow it felt wrong to hold her. So I kept my hands about her hips and waited, enjoying her weight upon me, her face beside my own, listening to her breathing as it slowly grew steady once more. 

Finally she sat up. She gave me a flustered smile and adjusted her glasses, and my heart soared. That single look was what I’d wanted. Her guard down, a moment of genuine surprise and happiness. She bit her lower lip and rotated her hips a few more times, causing pulses of pleasure to flood back into me, then rose and swung her leg off me to sit by my side.

“That was… that was unexpected,” she said.

I rose up onto my elbows. I was feeling pretty pleased with myself. “You think we achieved Kether?”

“Hmm.” She reached out and brushed my hair back. “If not, I believe we came close.”

I couldn’t help it. I grinned. “That was -”

“No need to qualify,” she said. “It was what it was, and I’m well pleased.” She slid off the side of the bed and straightened, smoothing down her shirt, shaking out her skirt, and then adjusting her glasses once more. “I wouldn’t say no to trying again some time.”

“Sure,” I said. My mind reeled. I was going to be traveling with her. The chance of our sleeping together again were high. “Our bond grows stronger each time we do, right?”

“It does,” she said. “The channel between us grows wider. My influence on you increases, as does yours on mine.”

“Influence?” I sat up, modesty making me grab a pillow and pull it into my lap. “What do you mean?”

Imogen drew herself up. “It’s the very purpose of our bond. Why you bond with the five most appealing and useful partners you can find. Through our bond we companions grow stronger, through our bond we borrow from you, increasing our abilities. But most importantly, you do so with five people. You grow five times as strong.”

“I - I do?” I tried to wrap my mind around that. “So I’m going to borrow strength from you?”

“Most likely you’ll borrow that from Valeria,” she said with a wry smile. “From me? A potential for magic, I’d suppose. We’ll see.”

“And what do you get?”

“Other than sore thighs?” Her smile widened for a second then disappeared. “It depends on your defining symbols. When you passed through the Crucible, what images appeared above your head?”

“They were complicated. A man holding a flaming rod, with cups and swords and stuff at his feet. And a naked woman floating inside a wreath with a bunch of animals gazing at her.”

Imogen’s eyes opened wide. Shock, I realized. She’d clearly not expected those descriptions.

“What?” I asked.

“Potent symbols. Far more so than I’d hoped for. We should speak of this with the others, but I’ll tell you this much: the first represents the Magus, he who manipulates the forces around him to his own ends. It represents creativity, the primacy of the intellect, the power to manifest your desires.”

I let out a low whistle. “That does sound good.”

“Don’t let it go to your head. The second represents the World, a woman rejoicing in the completion of a journey and celebrating new beginnings. The wreath represents victory, achievement, accomplishment.”

I sat up straight. “Really? Victory? That mean we’re destined to win?”

“No.” Her face darkened. “It is the symbol of the savior, the promise he brings. Each of your previous iterations have born that symbol.”

“Oh,” I said, slumping once more. “Did they have the Magus symbol too?”

“That they didn’t,” said Imogen, and her eyes gleamed. “And that gives me hope. Now I need to go clean myself. You’re soaking my stockings. I’ll return when it’s time to visit Neveah.”

“I’m soaking? What?” Oh. Oh. I blushed furiously and barely stopped myself from apologizing.

Imogen snorted. “You’re adorable. I’ll see you soon.” And then she was gone.

I fell back upon the bed and gazed up at the ceiling. Sweat was drying down the length of my body, leaving me cool. I adjusted the pillow over my crotch. Oh man. For a long while I just thought of Imogen seated upon me, grinding as she closed her eyes. Thought of her going down on me, her finger… my mind shied away from that memory. Too intense, too personal, too much for me to think about. 

“Damn,” I said. Sleeping with Valeria had been exhilarating, a physical celebration of our victory, an athletic, arousing, amazing experience. Sleeping with Imogen, however, had felt like wading out into a dark lake of eroticism and control. I didn’t know much, but I knew that I’d barely scratched the surface of what sex with her could be like. 

I rolled onto my side and stared out the window. I wanted more. I wanted to dive into those waters. I wanted to figure out who she was. What made her tick. To get past that impressive reserve and control and connect with the real Imogen, see her raw and revealed and aroused.

I smiled, amused at my own ambitions. A few moments later exhaustion claimed me, and lulled by a flood of hormones and pleasure, I fell asleep.

 


Chapter 12

 


 

I must have slept for hours, but I awoke alone and by gradual degrees. It felt luxurious to simply lie amidst my rumpled sheets, relaxed and watching the strange moons outside my windows. I could make out three of them. My body was content, satiated by my time with Imogen and rested from my sleep. I felt a delicious, almost decadent laziness, but eventually pried myself free to bathe and dress in a clean tunic and leggings.

To my chagrin, there was still no sign of my jeans.

When I stepped into the antechamber I found Emma, Valeria and Imogen waiting for me. Someone had brewed tea, and the three of them were cupping steaming mugs between their hands, listening as Emma told a story I immediately recognized as the time we’d ordered a thousand hissing Madagascan cockroaches.

“...but then Michael tripped just as we were entering the basement, and he dropped the box, which opened up and they all flew out, hissing and fluttering their wings and - oh, hey Noah. Sleep well?”

At the sight of me Imogen leaned back into her chair. She was dressed in an immaculate copy of her black dress and white apron, and the corner of her lips turning up ever so slightly as she crossed her legs, giving me a flash of white stockings.

“Yeah,” I said, blushing and moving to pour myself some tea. I mean, c’mon! Three painfully attractive girls all actively aware of your sex life turning to stare as you emerge from your bedroom? Two of whom you’d just slept with in the past twelve or so hours, and the third being the unrequited crush of your dreams? Maybe I was becoming vastly more experienced than I’d been when I’d arrived in Bastion, but that was still way too much for me to handle.

“Are you still determined to visit Neveah?” asked Valeria. 

“Uh huh,” I said, pouring hot water into my mug and dropping one of the cloth sachets into the hot water. “Yup.”

“Fine,” said Valeria, sounding world weary and tired. “Word will get to Shalarra. She won’t be pleased. And yes, Imogen, I know whom the savior is and thus who gets to make the decisions.”

“I didn’t say a word,” said Imogen.

“I could hear you thinking it.”

I turned around. “Really? You can hear her thoughts already? I mean, we only just…”

The three girls stared at me.

“No,” said Valeria. “Not literally.”

“Oh,” I said. My cheeks burned all over again. “Of course. I was just… I was just joking.”

Imogen stirred her tea, that smug little smile still on her lips and undercutting her studiously innocent look.

“Can I come?” asked Emma. “I mean, I understand if you guys don’t want me to, but I’ll be stuck here if you guys leave me behind.”

“Noah’s the savior,” said Valeria, a trace of bitterness in her voice.

“Sure,” I said. “Should be safe, right?”

“Right,” said Imogen.

“No guarantees,” said Valeria. “We’ll be descending into the prison.”

“She’ll be fine,” said Imogen. “After all, you’ll be there to protect us all.”

“Guys,” I said.

“Sorry. She’s just so easy to tease.”

“And you’ll be so easy to -”

“Guys!”

Valeria snapped her mouth shut. 

“That’s a yes,” I said. “Just stay close and we’ll be fine.”

“Great,” said Emma. “When are we leaving?”

“Why not now?” asked Imogen setting her tea aside. She rose, skirt rustling, and flipped her braids behind her back. “We’re running low on time as it is. Noah slept for some time.”

For some reason that comment made me all self-conscious again. Emma looked away, while Valeria’s sullen frown lifted to be replaced by an inquisitive look that was part curiosity, part wistfulness.

“Right,” I said. “Down to the prison. No sense in sitting around here and making fun of me any longer than we have to.” I patted Shard’s hilt at my hip then looked at the others. “Ready?”

Valeria stood and moved to where a new battle-ax was propped against the wall. “Always.”

Imogen gave each glove a tug. “The same.”

“Then let’s go,” I said, and led the way outside.

The prison lay so far below us that it would have taken too long to walk; instead Valeria led us to an broad shaft filled with chains, and there spoke to a team of broad shouldered men who turned a great spoked wheel and yanked on a series of levers until a large platform of iron banded boards lowered into view.

“I’m not going to ask if this is safe,” I said, watching as Valeria stepped onto the platform and caused it to sway alarmingly. “Because you wouldn’t choose this route if it weren’t. So I’m just saying all this out loud to register my alarm and -”

Emma gave me a push and I stumbled onto the platform, Imogen joining us gracefully a second later. I turned, scowling, and Emma stuck out her tongue before taking a careful step over the void to join us.

The platform descended, slowly at first but with ever increasing speed, until the chains hissed above us as they unspooled and the floors blurred as we dropped past them.

Nobody spoke. I think everybody was bracing themselves for some manner of disaster, preparing to leap, perhaps, or simply staring wide eyed as we plummeted to what felt like our dooms. 

Finally the platform slowed and then stopped, aligning roughly with a hallway that led to a great black door before which two guards stood in chain and partial plate, hands resting on the hilts of their blades.

“I’ll do the talking,” said Valeria quietly, and then led us down the hall.

“None may enter without the proper permits or security clearance,” said the guard to the left, a tall, dark skinned woman with a hard stare. 

“This is the savior,” said Valeria, gesturing to where I stood. “Noah Kilmartin. He goes where he wills, and by the grace given to him by Kether none may bar his way.”

Both guards stiffened and peered at me suspiciously. “Noah?” The black woman frowned. “How do I know it’s him?”

I drew forth the talisman that Shalarra had given me. That was proof enough for the guards, who bowed so quickly that the man on the right nearly fell over.

“My pardon, savior!” The lady hurried to the door, slotting a key into a giant lock and twisting it with both hands. “Do you need a guide?”

“Yes,” I said, though I didn’t know if we did. “I want to visit Neveah.”

The guard paused. “Neveah, your grace?”

“That’s right.” I tried to sound as confident as I could. I don’t know how well I pulled it off.

The guards exchanged an obvious look, and then the female guard bowed her head. “As you command, of course.”

“Of course,” said Valeria.

The lock slid open with a loud clang and then the guard hauled the door open, revealing a remarkably uninviting hallway. Dank air rolled forth as if exhaled by the prison, and I smelled mildew and rot. 

It was utterly dark within, and the guard lit a torch that glowed with a green light, and holding it aloft led the way. Broken tiles crunched underfoot, and the torchlight reflected off the damp walls and iron bars. 

“How many people are held down here?” I asked.

“Six,” said the guard. 

“Only six?” asked Emma. “It seems… I don’t know. A bit grand for just six people?”

“It’s not the number of prisoners that matters,” replied the guard. “But how important they are, and how hard it is to keep them bound.”

We walked in silence thereafter. Finally the guard stopped before a brutal looking iron door. Rivets were bolted in place across its face, and a sliding panel set in its center. 

“Do you wish to speak with the prisoner through the slot, or actually enter the room?” asked the guard. 

I glanced at the others. “Perhaps Imogen could check her out first through the slot?”

The guard nodded and pulled the panel back. The metal had rusted, and she had to use both hands, entrusting the torch to Valeria as she did so.

Once the metal screeching died down, Imogen stepped up to peer into the darkness beyond. “We might need some privacy,” she said.

The guard gave a sharp bow. “I’ll leave you the key, savior. Please return it to me when you’re done.”

“Thanks,” I said. The key was large and cold and felt like a blunt instrument of torture all by itself. The guard hesitated, clearly wishing to say more, but then took the torch, lit two more that were set on either side of the doorway, and departed.

“And?” I asked Imogen once we were alone.

“Give me a moment. I’m going to try geomancy first, and then… other methods.”

“Noah,” whispered Valeria, touching my elbow. “A moment?”

I followed her down the hall a ways. She looked past me, clearly nervous, and then stepped in close. For a wild moment I thought she was going to ask me how it had gone with Imogen, but I was mistaken.

“I know you’re going to ignore my warning, but I need to make it anyway.” Her voice was firm and hushed. “Neveah is a corrupted creature. The person clearing her of that corruption was wearing her own collar of nullification until recently. Don’t you see the madness of this method?”

She had a point. I hesitated and looked back. I could make out Emma standing to one side, her long, pale hair almost glowing in the torchlight, while Imogen was barely visible, her black dress making her melt into the darkness. Only the occasional flash of her glasses picked her out by the door.

“You’re right,” I said. “Logically speaking this is crazy. But… I don’t feel like this is a place or time for logic. Which is a pretty insane thing for me of all people to be saying. I’m a huge believer in rationality, you know?” How could I get through to her? How could I assuage her fears? Especially since I wasn’t one hundred percent sure myself?

“What I’m saying is that I’m trusting my instincts here. My gut. And I believe we can trust Imogen. I do trust her. Which means I’ll trust her verdict on Neveah.”

“She’s going to tell you Neveah is free of all corruption,” said Valeria. 

“I hope so,” I said. “Neveah sounds like a powerful ally to add to our team.”

“I’ll try one last time,” said Valeria. “Then I promise to stay quiet on this matter until given new cause. Look. Imogen might be trustworthy right now. She may believe that she’s on our side. But that’s the insidious nature of Lilith’s corruption. It can cause her to take small actions now that have massive ramifications later on. That corruption can cause her to decide Neveah is clean even while believing she’s working in our best interests. And we won’t realize we’ve been manipulated until it’s too late.”

I rubbed my face. How sure was I that I could trust Imogen? She’d saved us all in the last trial. She’d proven herself wise and knowledgeable in matters of the spheres. She was smart and sharp and hot and tough. But how did I know she was trustworthy?

An image came to me. A memory. Imogen after she’d fallen off me, her face flushed, her eyes gleaming, a real smile on her face, an expression of surprise and pleasure and warmth. For a moment I’d seen her, the Imogen behind the mask - or thought I had - and I’d liked what I’d seen. I’d liked that girl who had been out of breath and who had smiled at me in that genuine way.

A shit poor reason to trust someone, but if I was going to listen to my instincts, it would have to do.

“How about this,” I said. “I’m not going to ask you to trust Imogen. To believe that she’s safe, or not corrupted, or whatever. Instead, I’m going to ask you to trust me. To trust me not as Noah, but as the guy the Source chose as its very last hope in defeating Lilith. I trust her. So trust me.”

Valeria sighed. “Very well. It’s just… never mind. All right. I won’t mention this again.”

“Unless given cause,” I said. “That was fair. Thank you, Valeria. This means a lot to me.”

“And that means a lot to me in turn,” she said, voice soft. “Is it - never mind.”

“No, what? Tell me.”

She looked away, lips pursed, and then glanced back. “It’s foolishness. I’m - I shouldn’t ask, but -”

“Valeria?”

She looked down. “Can you sense Imogen?”

I hadn’t even tried. I closed my eyes. Immediately Valeria was before me, a warm presence from which I drew comfort. I focused, pushing my awareness out, and - there. A slender presence, a black flame that burned against the darkness behind my eyelids. A paradoxical tongue of fire, in that it was slender and cool, like burning obsidian. Faint in comparison to Valeria, but there.

“Yes,” I whispered. I opened my eyes. “I do.”

“Good,” said Valeria. “That’s good. Let’s return.”

She stepped past me and led the way back down the hall. I followed more slowly. She’d wanted to ask me something else. Had changed her question, had covered up her original intent. I frowned. If only I was better at understanding women.

Imogen stepped back from the door as we approached. “Geomancy told me nothing. A spatial awareness of her presence, but no sign of corruption seeping into the prison cell or the structure around us. However, when I used my…” She hesitated, searching for the right word,

Valeria snorted. “You don’t have to dance around it every time. Just call it ‘dark arts’ or something simple and we’ll know what you mean.”

“Very well,” said Imogen, a subtle annoyance entering her voice. “When I use my ‘dark arts’ I get no sense of corruption either. What I do sense is power still being used upon her. Dark power, if you will. Not to corrupt, but to constrain. Like chains wrapped around a portion of herself. Limiting her. Perhaps blocking those memories she’s lost, or some other aspect of her natural being.”

Emma looked nervous and ready to run, and I was starting to regret bringing her when she spoke up. “So she’s a victim as much as anyone else, then?”

“Yes,” said Imogen.

“And on top of being - magically bound, or whatever - she’s been thrown in this hellhole and forgotten?”

“Six months she’s been down here,” said Imogen.

“Six months?” Outrage entered Emma’s voice. “That’s barbaric.”

“What?” asked Valeria sounding tired and defensive. “You all expect me to defend it? I won’t. The council thought they had reason. Turns out they were wrong.”

“Just like that?” asked Imogen. “You’re capitulating so easily?”

“Noah asked me trust him,” she said. “I’m doing so.”

“Step aside,” I said. “I’m going to open the door.”

The lock turned with great difficulty, and I was about to ask for help when finally it revolved and clunked home. I grabbed the iron handle and hauled, and with much screeching protest the door swung out into the hallway.

I took one of the torches from beside the door and held it aloft. The room within was large enough that I could barely make out the prisoner against the far wall. The sight chilled my blood. I’d expected to see her sitting in the corner, perhaps, or standing right there, having drawn close to the door to listen to our conversation.

But no. She was bound to the far wall, great manacles across her wrists and ankles. Lifted off the floor so that her torso hung slightly forward, spread eagled and with her head lowered so far down that I could make out her shoulder blades behind her. Her black hair fell in a filthy curtain nearly to the ground, and I could tell immediately that she was tall and slender - but little else.

Emma gasped behind me. 

I stepped inside and held the torch aloft. “Hello?”

So horrific was the scene that I half expected Neveah to snap her head up and snarl at us, her face some ruined visage out of a horror movie, but she stayed still.

“Neveah?” I took another step forward. The stench in the room was beyond foul. Human waste had run down the wall between her legs and formed a nauseating pool beneath her. 

“By the Source,” whispered Imogen, moving to stand beside me. “We have to get her down.”

“Neveah?” I moved closer. Was she even alive? “We’ve come to set you free. My name’s Noah. We’re going to get you out of here, all right?”

Finally she stirred. Her head rose in slow jerks, as if the muscles of her neck had rusted, until I made out the gleam of a single eye between the thick strands of ebon hair. 

“She’s alive,” whispered Emma. “Thank god.”

“Here,” said Imogen, taking the key from my hand and moving to the first manacle. “Get ready to catch her.”

I moved forward till I stood right before her. I was beyond appalled. How could anyone have sentenced her to this? 

The key turned in the lock and Neveah’s left arm fell free. I moved forward reflexively so that all her weight wouldn’t fall on her right shoulder, stepping in and under her, moving to catch her by the shoulders.

Neveah screamed. The sound was so violent, so unhinged, that I leaped back mere moments before she swung a fist through where I’d been standing.

Valeria was immediately by my side, Emma let out a cry of fright, and Imogen yelled something about it not being Neveah’s fault.

But I ignored them. Neveah’s gleaming eye was locked on my own, and her glare had me rooted to the spot. 

With effort I broke free and moved forward, slowly and cautiously as you might approach a rabid dog, and immediately she snarled and lunged at me, a clawed hand swiping at my face.

The others were shouting, arguing with each other. Still I ignored them. Neveah watched me with a single minded focus. 

I lowered my hand to Shard and took it by the hilt. I drew it, moving slowly, and as the blade came free of its scabbard it caught fire, burning with a white purity that banished the green light of the torches and lit every surface silver, made every remaining shadow a thing of utter inky darkness.

Neveah’s eye widened and something within its depths seemed to extinguish. She said something that I swear sounded very much like, “Oh,” and then allowed her head to slump forward.

Imogen raced to the other manacle and undid it, and then Emma stepped past me to catch Neveah’s weight and stagger beneath it. Imogen busied herself with the ankle bindings, and a moment later Neveah was free.

Emma dragged her away from the wall and then lay her down on the stone floor. We crowded around her, Imogen kneeling beside Emma, and brushed Neveah’s stiff, filthy hair away from her face.

It was hard to make out much under the dirt that caked her skin. But I thought that she might be older, in her late twenties perhaps, maybe her early thirties. She was tall, taller perhaps than Valeria, and her limbs had wasted away so that she seemed skeletally thin under her rags. 

Did it make me a sicko to note that she had also once been strikingly attractive? I know that should have been the last thing on my mind, but when she opened her eyes I saw that they were a deep and peerless blue, drained of all will and energy and desire, and I realized that once she had no doubt been striking, perhaps even beautiful. She might still be so under all that dirt.

“Those bastards,” said Imogen, voice shaking. “Those self-righteous monsters.”

“We have to get her upstairs,” said Emma. “She needs water. Food. Medical attention.”

“How is she going to face a trial with us?” asked Valeria, her voice bleak.

“Is that all you think about?” snapped Imogen, glaring up at her.

“Right now? Yes.” 

“Here,” I said, sliding Shard home and crouching beside Neveah. “I’ll carry her. Someone light the way.”

I slid my hands under Neveah’s frail form. She was little more than bones, and I was able to lift her without any trouble. Her head lolled back so that she stared straight up, her eyes blank and wide, and as I turned to the doorway I couldn’t help but feel equal parts horror and pity, and wonder, much as Valeria had done, how this broken remnant of a person could help us.

 

* * *

 

Word preceded our arrival. I should have guessed. One of the guards, no doubt, had sent a message to the council while we were within the cell. Light as Neveah was my shoulders and arms were burning by the time we stepped out of the elevator shaft and entered one of the great marble hallways of the upper levels of Bastion, and there encountered Shalarra and her minions.

“Savior,” said the queen, voice fraught with emotion. “You go too far!”

Valeria went to speak but I stepped forward before she could. Hundreds of eyes were upon me. I took my time, scanning the crowd. Letting them see what I bore in my arms. Letting them gaze upon the consequences of their cruelty. Some failed to meet my eyes, some looked away, but not most.

“I’m growing tired of being questioned,” I said. “I answer to the Source. Not you, Queen Shalarra. Not the council. To the Source.”

“You are at once our savior and an inexperienced boy,” snapped Shalarra. “The failure of the previous saviors shows that your kind is not infallible. You can make mistakes. Have made mistakes. It is my responsibility as the queen of Bastion to guide you. To show you the error of your ways.”

I raised my chin. I’d never been the confrontational type, but everybody has their limit. The wraith-like Neveah in my arms was mine. “No. What I hold is proof that you and all your advisors can make terrible, tragic mistakes. Look at what you’ve done to her!”

“And would do again!” Shalarra’s eyes flashed as she took a step forward. “Your inexperience blinds you! What you hold is no poor victim, but a casualty in our war. We lost her the moment she fell into the enemy’s hands. We lost her the moment they had the chance to work their magic on her. That is not Neveah, not the Neveah we once knew. That is a tragedy waiting to happen. A source of unending pain and betrayal that we cannot risk! Hand her over to the guards. They will return her to her cell, and then you can return to your appointed task of selecting from the ranks of approved Aspirants. Am I understood?”

“No,” I said. My anger was a pressure cooker that was rapidly starting to reach critical mass. “I won’t hand her over. I will do as I damn well want, and right now that’s to take this girl to my quarters and tend to her. Now get the hell out of my way.”

Shalarra’s head jerked up as if I’d slapped her, and her eyes burned with fury. The crowd stirred behind her, the senators exchanging glances, the guards laying their hands on their weapon hilts.

“You going to stop me, Shalarra?” I asked, voice low. “You going to order your last savior cut down?”

“Fool,” hissed the queen. “You gamble with all of our lives from a position of ignorance.” She took a breath and then stepped to the side. “But you are our appointed savior. I cannot stop you. If you see fit to adopt Neveah into your team, than I can only acquiesce to the strange wisdom of Kether.”

I watched her. Though she smiled it was a superficial expression, and her eyes yet glittered with fury. 

“Good,” I said. I marched forward, straight at the crowd, which parted before me. I ignored the stares, the whispers, the shaking heads. Eyes straight ahead, I strode down the cyclopean hallway, then followed the now familiar route to my rooms. 

Valeria hurried ahead to shove the door open, and I carried Neveah through the antechamber to lay her carefully on my bed. She stirred, moaning as if in the grips of a nightmare, and turned her head away.

“We’ll take care of her,” said Imogen grimly. “Thank you, Noah.”

I nodded and stepped back, unwilling to tear my eyes from the frail and wasted form. Had this woman once been the greatest warrior of Bastion? It was almost impossible to believe.

Emma took my arm and guided me back to the antechamber. We moved to the windows, and there I stood, staring out unseeing at the vast sky beyond.

“This place is messed up,” said Emma at last.

“No kidding. I thought all the problems were down below, attacking the tower. But how much of our failures are Shalarra’s fault?”

“Or what she represents,” said Emma. “I mean, every culture has biases, right? Norms? Perhaps she simply represents what Bastion believes to be right.”

“I know she does. But that doesn’t make her correct. And the fact that every single savior has failed is a sign of something.” I leaned forward, stirred up, remembering Neveah’s awful cell. “And if I hadn’t run into Imogen, I might still be toeing the party line, you know? Picking a similar team of amazing women who would fail to give me the perspective and awareness that I need to succeed.”

Emma bit the corner of her thumb. “OK, I’m just going to play devil’s advocate here, but - you know what? Never mind. We’re committed, and I agree with you. I don’t know Imogen as well as you do -”

I snorted.

“ - but we don’t really know anything here, right? We’re flying blind. And if you really are the savior -”

“Which I am.”

“ - then we need to trust your savior instincts, right? And they tell you to trust Imogen. And Imogen cleared Neveah. And both of us know what they were doing to her down in that prison was wrong.”

“Yeah,” I said softly.

“How could they leave her like that? Did you see…? God.”

“You know what amazes me?” I asked.

“What?”

“That Neveah’s still alive. Think about it. Six months manacled to a wall. I’d have died after a week.”

Emma nodded slowly, considering my words.

“I mean, what kind of strength does it take to hang in there, to survive in that darkness? Unable to move, without company, without hope? I know she’s in real bad shape, but when you think about what she went through - damn. That woman is fucking tough as iron.”

“You’re right,” said Emma. “I hadn’t thought of it like that. Six months…? I can’t even imagine.”

We stood in silence, lost in our thoughts, until finally I stirred. “So what do you think? Tough as she is, Neveah’s in no condition to enter the next trial. She can’t even walk. What are we going to do?”

“I don’t know,” said Emma. “We can bathe her, feed her, hydrate her, but it’ll take months for her to regain her health. As for  her mind? Who knows?”

I nodded. “Which leaves us back at square one.”

“Unless…” Emma hesitated, biting at her thumb once more. “You said you were hurt inside the trials, right?”

“Yeah. Pretty badly last time.”

“But when you came through you were healed?”

“Huh,” I said. “I see what you’re saying. But that would involve carrying her through her own trial.”

“True. But think of the pay off. If Neveah’s as tough as we think, adding her to your team would be amazing. And - I don’t know. I feel like we kind of have to try, you know? Like somebody owes it to her.”

“You talk like you’re going into the trial with us,” I said with a smile.

Emma flushed. “I’m sorry. I know it’s out of line for me talk about this - I’m not the one -”

“Hey,” I said, reaching out to touch her arm. “I was just teasing you. Of course you can talk about this. I want you to.”

She hesitated. “You sure?”

“Of course. C’mon. You’re my best friend and the smartest girl I know. Of course I want to know what you think.”

Emma curled a strand of pale hair over her ear. “Well, all right. Thanks. I have to admit I feel like the third wheel here.” She paused. “Well, fourth wheel? Fifth? You’ve got a lot of wheels going.”

“Hey,” I said. “I’m a unicycle guy by choice, but that’s not really an option here, is it?”

“I know,” she said, and she gave my shoulder a light push. “My turn to tease.”

I cleared my throat. “So you think we should take Neveah into the trial with us? Even if she can’t walk?”

Emma shrugged one shoulder and hugged herself tight. “I do. But it could also be a really bad idea, right? The trial is meant to test everyone who enters, to test your ability to work together, to test what Neveah brings to the team. If she can’t participate…?”

I sighed. “It’ll be tough. Let’s see what the other two say.”

“All right. I’m going to read some more from that crimson book Imogen gave you. It’s pretty fascinating stuff.”

“I’ll read it when you’re done.”

“Want to read it first? You’ve kind of got priority.”

“Nah. I’m too stirred up. Go ahead.”

She squeezed my shoulder and moved to the couch, where she curled up, feet tucked under her, and opened the slender tome to where she’d left off.

I stood by the window, hands resting on the sill, staring out into nothingness. I felt ill at ease, and not just because of what had happened to Neveah. Everything came down to my decisions. The fate of the whole universe. Which was luckily so massive and abstract an idea that I didn’t have to really think about it too hard until Shalarra threw it in my face.

Did I know what I was doing? No. Was I just skating along, hoping momentum carried me through? Hell yeah. In a way, having to select companions and then have mind blowing sex with them was helping me keep my sanity; the comparatively mundane problem dealing with hot girls was infinitely more manageable than dealing with the Qlipoths and the journey that was to come.

Than dealing with the consequences of failure.

If I stopped and really thought about, I knew I’d have a panic attack. I mean, I was just a regular college kid. My instincts had told me to remain Emma’s best friend and never make a move right until she was boarding a bus for NYC. How reliable were they, really?

I buried my face in my hands and closed my eyes. Focused on long, slow, measured breaths. Don’t think about what’s to come, I told myself. About the very real and very terrifying monsters. About the fact that nobody has pulled this off before. About the fact that everyone you know and love back home will suffer if you fail.

That kind of pep talk wasn’t working. My chest grew tight and a dull headache began to form behind my eyes. 

Great.

Footsteps. Relieved for the distraction I turned to see Imogen and Valeria enter the room. Their expressions were grim, though Imogen’s mouth was pressed into such a thin line that I knew she was furious.

“And?” I moved toward them. “How is she?”

“How is she?” Imogen’s voice crackled with anger. “Starved, her mind possibly broken, abused beyond all measure -”

“Sleeping,” said Valeria, laying a hand on Imogen’s shoulder. “We bathed her, washed her hair, and managed to get her to drink some water. She’s… it’s a miracle she’s even alive.”

“They’ll pay,” said Imogen. “That sanctimonious bitch with her pet council of yes men, thinking they can play god with an innocent victim of this war -”

And in that moment the decision clicked into place in my mind. Unexpected but certain. “We’re taking her with us,” I said.

“What?” Imogen blinked. “What do you mean?”

“Into the trial?” asked Valeria. “You’re - I won’t say it. But how?”

“I don’t know yet,” I said. “But we need her. Someone who can survive what she went through? Who can still throw a punch even after six months of that abuse? I mean, holy crap, you know? She’s… I’ve never met anyone with that kind of willpower.”

“She can’t walk,” said Valeria.

“So we’ll fucking carry her,” I said. “And if we make it through the trial, I hope she’ll be cured like the rest of us. Healed.”

“It doesn’t work that way,” said Valeria, crossing her arms. “The trial only heals wounds received inside the trial. Not what you go into it with.”

“Where’s that written?” I asked. “There a rulebook I can consult? No? Then I’m going to try it.”

Emma rose to her feet. “And she deserves this. She deserves this chance to be healed.”

Imogen nodded slowly, and I was surprised at her reluctance. I thought she’d leap at the chance. “I agree. But… how will we pull it off?”

“I don’t know,” I said. Exhaustion and panic welled up within me once more. “We’ll figure it out. But I can’t leave her like that. And like Emma said. If this works? If she heals up? We’ll have gained an amazing new member for the team.”

Imogen nodded. “Agreed. We’ll figure something out.”

“Why am I the one that’s always disagreeing with you all?” Valeria crossed her arms, causing her scale mail to whisper like an iron snake sliding over a metal log. “The trials aren’t about charity. Putting aside all questions of Neveah’s potential corruption, we need everyone going into the trial to pull their weight. We’ll die if we’re two members down.”

“Two?” asked Emma.

“Someone’s got to carry her,” said Valeria. “And that’ll probably be me. And I can’t swing a battle-ax with a woman over my shoulder. So it’ll be Noah and Imogen doing the work of four people.”

I rubbed at my forehead. The headache was growing worse. “I was right about Imogen,” I said. “I trusted myself and we won through. I’m going to be right about Neveah. I know it.”

“You heard Shalarra,” said Valeria quietly. “Saviors aren’t infallible. They make mistakes. The falter. They die. But very well. If you desire it, we’ll take Neveah into the trial, and may the Source have mercy on us all.”

 


Chapter 13

 


 

When the appointed hour finally arrived we heard stern knocks on the front door. I opened the door and stared impassively at the six guards assembled outside.

“Greetings, savior,” said their leader. “Queen Shalarra requests your presence in the council room.”

“Tell the queen I’m on my way,” I said. “Thank you.”

The captain hesitated and glanced at his fellows. “We’re to escort you now.”

“Thank you, but I don’t need the escort and know the way. We’ll be their shortly.” Before the man could respond I closed the door.

My heart was pounding and my stomach felt queasy. I freaking hated arguing with people.

“Now we see if they try to knock the door down,” said Valeria. “I almost hope that they do.”

“They won’t,” said Imogen. “That captain won’t take full responsibility for attacking the appointed savior.”

“We’re going to have to mend this bridge with Shalarra,” I said, moving back into the room. “If it keeps getting worse things are going to get ugly.”

Imogen leaned back in her chair, one leg crossed over the other under her black skirt, foot bouncing as she flipped a page of her book. “Their problem, not ours.”

“It’ll become our problem really quickly if we don’t find common ground,” I said. “Maybe when we pass this trial they’ll see we have the Source’s blessing, and that’ll ameliorate things.”

“Maybe,” said Valeria. She didn’t sound convinced.

“Anyways, we need to head out soon. Shall we wake Neveah?”

“I’ll come with you,” said Imogen.

It was still pretty damn weird to hang out and talk with Valeria and Imogen as if we hadn’t slept together not too long ago. As I walked beside her into the bedroom, I found myself thinking of Imogen’s lips as they slid down my cock, her dreamy, distant look as she’d adjusted her hips to sink down on me. How were they playing it so cool? What would Imogen do if I stopped her just out of sight of the others and tried to kiss her?

Brush me aside, no doubt. The timing would be horrendous. But it still felt really weird to have been so intimate and then - nothing. 

No, not nothing. We’d crossed a threshold together. Now time would tell how things developed.

Neveah lay beneath the sheet, her black hair spread out across her pillow. Her skin was pale but laced with small cuts and insect bites, and one eye was swollen shut, a stream of pus-like tears having leaked down the side of her temple. Her cheekbones were painfully prominent, her lips chapped and split, and all thoughts of Imogen and Valeria fled from my mind at the sight of her.

“God,” I said. “I wish we could let her sleep.”

“I know,” said Imogen. “But this is potentially the best thing for her.”

“Potentially,” I said. “What do you think, Imogen? Seriously. Are we making a mistake?”

Imogen didn’t turn to me. She regarded Neveah with sober intensity. “I don’t know. I’m not the savior. But this feels right. I want to help her. And -” She hesitated. “I don’t detect any corruption. Just a soul lacerated by magic and physical abuse.”

“I can’t stop wondering what happened to her,” I whispered. “What she’s already been through. What she’s seen.”

“Nothing good,” said Imogen. “The world outside Bastion is terrifying. The literal stuff of nightmares. It’s awe inspiring that she managed to return.”

Fear coursed through me as I thought of what lay before us. The trip we would someday soon have to undertake. The horrors we would see. The fact that every savior before me had failed and most likely died. Given what I’d learned about the corruption, make that hopefully died. And a moment later that fear translated itself into lust. I wanted nothing so much as to bend Imogen over, hike up her skirts, tear her stockings apart and thrust deep inside her, fuck her with violent strokes until I came.

I looked down and away, a shiver passing through me. Animal instincts. Meant I wanted to escape. That’s what I was wanting. Needing. To escape the reality that was looming ever larger before me. That Neveah was an undeniable symbol of. I tugged down on my tunic so that it hung down over my straining erection, but doing so drew Imogen’s eye.

She glanced down at me then back up, eyebrow rising. “Really? In the condition she is?”

“What?” I gave my head a sharp shake. “No! Not her.” God damn my incessant blushing. This time accompanied by shame. “Not… her.”

“Ah,” said Imogen. She turned to face me, stepping in close, lifting her face so that her lips were but an inch from mine. “I think I understand. I feel the same way, sometimes. When I think of what lies before us.” And her hand touched my cock, pressed full against its length and squeezed so that nearly groaned.

“After the trial,” she whispered. “We’ll find a moment. I could use a distraction as well.”

“Yes,” I breathed. 

She slid her hand behind my neck and then rose on her tiptoes to kiss me, the faintest brush of her lips. I reached for her and she stepped away, not flirtatiously but simply turning her focus to Neveah. 

Oh. Right. 

I stood behind Imogen as she sat by Neveah’s side and took her hand. Her wrist was bandaged, but blood had seeped through in spots. I hated to think what six months in rusted manacles had done to her. 

“Neveah?” Imogen reached out to brush a strand of hair from Neveah’s brow. What had no doubt once been a lustrous mane was now a brittle ruin, black reduced to a flat, lifeless texture. “Neveah?”

The woman frowned and turned her face to press it against the pillow. Her eyes scrunched shut as she strained against the sheet that lay over her.

“It’s all right,” said Imogen, lifting her hand away. “You’re with friends. It’s over.”

Neveah opened her eyes. They were an almost shocking blue, their edges fading to an emerald green. Like one of those mineral hot water pools in Yellowstone. A color and hue of such intensity that I’d have thought she was wearing contacts if I didn’t know better.

“Hello.” Imogen seemed unsure of herself, something I’d never seen before. She hesitated and then placed both hands in her lap. “I’m Imogen. You’re free.”

Neveah grimaced and fought to sit up, pushing with her spindly arms to rise. Imogen darted forward to help only to pull back when Neveah snarled at her. 

And holy shit, I’d never actually heard a woman snarl before. A low, tearing sound in the back of her throat that made me want to step back, made me want to drop my hand to the pommel of my sword as if this wreck of a woman could pose any danger to us.

Imogen raised both hands and sat back. “I’m sorry. Understood. No touching.”

Neveah managed to right herself and fell back against the headboard, panting for breath, lips still pulled back from her teeth. She stared at us suspiciously, then darted a look around the bedroom as if searching for an exit.

“Hey,” I said. I made my voice soft and comforting, and then thought: fuck that. After what this woman’s been through, the last thing she wants is some strange dude treating her like a child. “My name’s Noah. I was teleported in to be the new savior against my will. I’m putting together a team of companions. I want you to join.”

Imogen flashed me a look of uncertainty but I ignored her.

Neveah’s eyes narrowed as she studied me. I tried to detect some sign of understanding in her expression. Had my words registered? Were we dealing with a woman so broken she was little more than an animal?

“Noah,” I said. “The last of the damned saviors. Me.” I tapped my chest. “We found you in that cell. I’m sorry. There aren’t words for what you’ve been through, so I’ll skip offering sympathy. Like I said, I want you to join my team. Will you?”

“Give her a moment,” hissed Imogen. “She’s spent the last six months in darkness. You can’t expect her to -”

“Noah?” Neveah’s voice was a rusted rasp. As if she’d not spoken in years, or rather had spent countless nights screaming desperately by herself in the dark. 

“That’s right,” I said, crouching by the bedside. “Noah Kilmartin of Ruddock, Ohio. The universe’s last chance of rolling back the darkness. I think those chances will go up if you stand by my side.”

She swiped her gaze over to Imogen. The question was implicit.

“Imogen. Former librarian and arcane practitioner.”

Neveah’s upper lip trembled, and I thought she might snarl again but instead it jerked up into what might have been a smirk, or a rasp of amusement. Something feral and dire and mocking. 

Imogen sat up a little straighter. “Sure. And maybe a little more.”

Neveah turned her hands over and slowly opened and closed her fingers. Some of them looked as if they’d been broken in the past and healed poorly. I saw half-moon scars along her palms and wondered what they were until I realized they were where she’d dug her nails into her own flesh unto the point of scarification.

“We’ve got to get to the trial,” I said. “We want you to go in with us. I’m hoping that if we win through the magic or power or whatever that fuels the trial will heal you back to the way you were.”

This caused her to snap her gaze back up to me, her body freezing as if she’d scented a predator. Oh, she was all there all right. Her stunning blue and green eyes were flat and hard and she searched my face, ready I thought for a hint of betrayal or mockery. I did my best to stare back impassively. 

She licked her lips and then tried to say something. The word that she rasped was unintelligible. She tried again, frowning. “S - sor - sword?”

“We don’t have it,” said Imogen. “But if we pass the trial you’ll get it back. Right Noah?”

“Hell yes,” I said. “As long as they keep listening to me, that is.”

A flicker of emotion I couldn’t read, and then she clenched her fists with effort to drive the word forth. “W- wuh - why?”

Why. How to boil down the storm of emotions that were raging within me into a simple, cogent explanation? 

“I think our chances of success are higher with you on the team.” True, but too cold, to calculating, to self-serving. Plus there was more. “And - what happened to you. And the fact that you survived it. That you’re still here, in one piece. It’s… it’s inspiring. And awesome, like, in the literal sense of the word. I look at you and I feel awed. I can’t imagine what you went through. But anyone who can go through that kind of hell and emerge on the other side in one piece is someone I respect. Someone I want to help. Someone I want on my team.”

Neveah tried again to speak but this time her throat clamped up. She scowled and gestured at the glass of water just out of her reach. Imogen handed it over. She drank, water running down her chin as if her throat had forgotten how to work properly, and then lowered her glass to her lap. Stared up at me through her black hair. “Won’t… won’t fuck you.”

The emphasis was vicious. She flung the word at me like a weapon and I flinched. 

Imogen hesitated, glanced at me, unsure. 

“Fine,” I said, stung to the core. She’d spoken as if I’d already been lifting her sheet and ready to slide under it with her. Had she witnessed the exchange between Imogen and I at the doorway? God I hoped not. But she’d seemed sound asleep when we woke her…?

I gathered my wits. “If you don’t want to forge the ‘cosmic bond’ or whatever, that’s fine with me. And not my priority, either.” I suddenly felt flustered and defensive. What the hell? I was the one saving her from perdition and she was glaring at me as if I were the enemy.

She sank back against the headboard, staring past me at the wall, brow lowered. I didn’t know what to do. 

Valeria stepped into view. “We’re out of time.”

“Time to decide,” I said. “You in?”

Neveah stared past me at where Valeria stood, and suddenly looked confused. “Vah - Valeria?”

“Neveah,” said Valeria, tone guarded. “It’s been awhile.”

“Wait,” I said, spinning around. “You know each other?”

“She mentored me when I first arrived,” said Valeria. 

“And you didn’t tell us this because?”

“Because it wasn’t relevant,” said Valeria. “The Neveah I knew is long gone. That relationship had no bearing on our current decision. Your decision.”

“You’re kidding me,” I said.

“Enough of this,” said Valeria, her cheeks flushing. “I’ve agreed to follow your lead. It does not change my opinion of her. What she’s become. The Neveah I knew died out there in the Qlipoth spheres. What came back is something new. I’m willing to give this new person a chance because you’re ordering me too, but I won’t pretend we’re friends, won’t pretend she’s the woman who helped me. I won’t. And if you don’t like it, kick me off your damn team, because I can only stretch so far.” 

She glared at me, daring me to respond. “The guards have returned, and in numbers. I’m going to hold them off, but hurry the hell up.” And she turned and left.

“Fuck me,” I said. I turned back to Neveah to apologize, something, and then froze. She was staring at the doorway through which Valeria had left, and a single tear was running down the side of her cheek. That more than anything else cut me to the quick. That Neveah still had the capacity to suffer, and what’s worse, we’d been the ones to make her feel more pain.

“Time’s up,” I said. “Please, Neveah. Help us. But if you’re going to join you’re going to have to decide now.”

Neveah looked down at her hands, and the wild, fierce energy that had animated her left like a candle flame snuffed out by a sharp breath. She seemed utterly diminished, a doll of a woman, ragged and skeletal, her hands like broken birds’ nests in her lap. I was about to give up, tell Imogen we had to go, when she nodded.

“Yes,” she whispered. “Yes.”

A wave of conflicting emotions flooded through me. Relief and selfish disappointment and alarm and helpless pity. “Can I help you up, then?”

Neveah nodded again and pulled the sheet back, revealing bony knees emerging from the shift Imogen and Valeria had dressed her in. I stepped in and ducked under her arm, sliding my own around her bony hips. Her waist was nearly gone, a gap between ribs and hips. I helped her stand and she winced, her legs nearly giving out.

“This is - I don’t know if we can do this,” said Imogen, rising to her feet as well, eyes wide behind her glasses. “Look at her.”

Then Neveah did something that floored me. She closed her eyes and inhaled through her nose, a shuddery intake as she clenched her jaw, and then I saw her will herself to stand straight. In small jerks and starts she lifted her head, pushed her shoulder back, and finally raised her chin. 

It was an act of such resilience that I could do nothing but marvel. She took another deep breath and then stepped forward, hobbling as if she’d forgotten how to use her feet. A band of muscle was clearly visible against the joint of her jaw. She shrugged my arm away and stepped forward by herself. One step, two, three - then her knee gave way and she half fell to the ground, black hair falling around her like a curtain, hands outstretched to catch herself.

But I was there. I darted forward and caught her arm, helped her right herself, slipped it over my shoulder once more, my own around her waist.

“Someday soon,” I said, voice shaky. “Someday real soon you’ll be able to do this by yourself. But till then, let me help just a little.”

She hung her head, jaw still clenched, and then gave a reluctant nod.

We walked slowly into the antechamber, and there saw Valeria standing with her hands on her hips before the open doorway, facing down a phalanx of guards. Her ruddy golden hair had come loose and fell down her back in a flood of metallic curls, and she exuded a clear sense of disdain for the man who was glaring at her. 

“There,” she said, looking over at me. “Now we’re ready. Lead on, captain.”

The man clearly wanted to reprimand her, speak his mind, vent his motherfucking spleen, but he bit back his words and gave a grudging nod. “Good. This way, if you will, savior.”

“I feel like I’m wearing out the respect behind that word real fast,” I said to Emma as she stepped up to Neveah’s far side.

“Can I help?” she asked.

Neveah studied her for a moment, then lowered her head in acquiescence. Emma slid under her other arm, and together we helped Neveah walk out of the room.

Our procession gathered quite the crowd as we made our way to the council room. Each side corridor was filled with spectators, and a wall of people followed us from a respectful distance, while others parted before us, pressing back against the walls to let us pass.

The journey to the council chamber exhausted Neveah. Within minutes she was dragging her feet, and soon sweat ran down her face. By the time we reached the door her head was hanging low and Emma and I were almost completely supporting her weight.

The guards parted at the doorway, the captain moving forward to knock officiously then push the door open for me. Luckily the door was wide enough for the three of us to be able to step through, and we entered the now familiar chamber with its oval table and distant Trial door.

Shalarra rose to her feet. She had changed into white woolen robes of a severe cut, a high collar rising nearly to her jawline, the shoulders stiff, the rest of the robe falling in a snowy expanse with a subtle pattern stitched into the fabric with fine gold thread. Gone was her elaborate headpiece, and instead she now wore a band of gold which held her hair back and in place.

“Welcome, Noah. I was beginning to worry that you weren’t going to make the trial in time.”

“No worries,” I said, lowering Neveah into my empty chair. “We just wanted to let our new friend rest as much as possible. She’s got six months of abuse to heal up from.”

Shalarra’s mouth pursed as she considered Neveah, who slowly straightened and returned her stare with glassy eyes.

“I see. No matter. Your mind is made up, and so I must bow to your will. But our recent exchanges has shown me that we are growing dangerously distant. We cannot become opposed. As such, I would ask that after this trial - for I am sure you will pass - you agree to attend a meeting with a number of scholars who have devoted their lives to the tree of life and spent much time speculating on the nature of the tree of death. You have much to learn if you are to chart your path toward Lilith, and I believe it is high time we spoke of such critical matters.”

An olive branch. Thank god. “Sure,” I said. “I’d love to learn all about that stuff. I’ve been so focused on just finding my next companion that I’ve barely had time to do anything but survive. A meeting like that would be great.”

A murmur of relief passed around the table, and Taniel rose to his feet. “I’m glad to hear it, Noah. The definition of wisdom after all is the ability to determine which aspects of knowledge are true and of value, and then the ability to apply that knowledge to your life and decisions. Thus it behooves one to accrue knowledge, for without it, one cannot be wise. I will be happy to assist in conveying the necessary particulars after the successful accomplishment of your trial.”

“Great,” I said. “Thank you.”

“I don’t seek to start an argument,” said Shalarra. “But Neveah is in no condition to undergo a trial.”

“I know,” I said. “We’re going to do our best regardless.”

Shalarra bit down on what she clearly wanted to say. The tension rose in the room. She clearly wanted to remind me of what was at stake, and how I was gambling with the universe, etcetera. Fortunately she chose not to.

“As you see fit, savior. Then it is agreed. After your trial you will open yourself to learning more about this reality into which you have been thrust, and find a ready crowd of experts willing to answer your every question.”

I nodded. “Agreed.”

“Very well. Then may the Source show you favor, Noah. And we shall see you on the far side of the Trial.”

As if on cue the door behind her began to glow gold. Also on cue, my stomach scrunched up in a knot of fearful anticipation. An image of the hollow-headed girl flashed before my eyes. Please. No more of that.

Valeria stepped up alongside Neveah’s chair. “I’ll carry her. And here.” She held out a round wooden shield with a steel brim and an iron buss in its center. “Should have given you one of these ages ago. My apologies. This should raise your chances of surviving combat dramatically.”

I took the shield. It was moderately heavy, but the leather straps on the inside were snug when I fitted my arm through them and grasped the farthest. I wanted to experiment with it right there, but didn’t think doing so would improve my image with Taniel and Shalarra or the crone, so instead I let it hang by my side.

Valeria lifted Neveah from her chair with ease and cradled her against her chest with both arms. The other girl was lanky enough that her legs and head stuck out in both directions, but it was clearly the easiest way to carry her.

I drew Shard. Imogen tugged on the hems of her gloves, and Valeria moved up to stand behind us.

At the last moment Emma darted to my side and kissed my cheek. “Good luck,” she whispered. “I’ll be waiting for you.”

My heart lurched in my chest, but all I could do was give a nod. I walked around the length of the oval table, each person rising as I passed them, and finally stopped before the massive door. It glowed white hot, a refulgence that made it impossible to see what lay beyond.

Please, thought. No hollow headed girls.

And then I stepped through.

 


Chapter 14

 


 

A goat man screamed as he emerged from the dark and brought his ax crashing down upon me. I screamed right back, though more in terror than fury, and raised Shard to block the blow, a desperate scramble of a parry as I fought to get my bearings. 

I had no time to take in the new arena. No time to collect my wits. It was night, we were surrounded by forest, but that’s all I got. The force of the goat man’s ax swing was such that my sword gave way before it, and only a fortunate side step saved me from having my head cleaved in two.

There were more of them, perhaps another five or six, all of them closing in upon me, mouths thrown open wide to bray their hatred, closing in on all sides, axes raised high to chop me to pieces.

I was surrounded. There was nowhere to backpedal to. Nowhere to escape. My first attacker swung again, and this time I had the wit to raise my shield instead. The ax bit deep, sending a shockwave up my arm and jarring my shoulder, and I screamed again and stabbed with Shard, past my shield and somewhere into the goat man’s chest. 

I didn’t have time to follow up. Out of the corner of my eye I saw another ax swinging horizontally toward my head, so I ducked, fell into an awkward, desperate crouch, pulling my shield down, the first ax still buried in its face. The ax blow swished overhead and I slashed out at the second goat man’s thigh, slicing through leather armor and causing him to scream.

All of this in the blink of an eye. Faster than I could process. They were all around me now, and I knew what remained of my life span could be measured in seconds. There was no way I could parry so many attacks at once. I struggled to stand, the first goat man tugging viciously at his ax and pulling my shield with it, and then Valeria was there.

It was like a thunderbolt had fallen amidst the goat men. She appeared in a flash of golden light and in a moment had taken in the situation. She dropped Neveah and drew her ax in one motion. Her powerful form glimmered in her silver scale mail as she launched herself without hesitation at knot of enemies around me, her massive battle ax whistling through the air as she came.

The impact was tremendous. The goat men reeled, scattering before her charge, but one of them was too slow - her ax caught him in the chest and powered right through his sternum and ribs, sending a welter of gore spattering across the stone floor, the goat man spinning on the balls of his feet and then flopping to the ground like a ragdoll.

Valeria reached my side and hauled me to my feet. Her eyes were wide, her nostrils flared, and again I was struck by the comparison to some primaeval Valkyrie, a goddess of war. Morrigan, perhaps, or -

The goat men closed on us. Valeria screamed her defiance right back and rather than stand still and receive she surged forward, charging one of their number, bringing her ax up from below to smash into the enemy’s own weapon. Metal rang and I saw the goat man’s ax fly from his hands a second before Valeria slammed into him with her shoulder, knocking him back.

Movement, and I let out a cry of fear as I hopped back, falling belatedly into my fighting stance, presenting a sideways profile, shield held to the fore just in time to deflect another blow. Again the force of the attack jolted up my arm, jarring my elbow, but this goat man was faster than the last and reversed his ax to hook the blade over the upper rim of my shield and tug it down.

He had a wicked looking long dagger in his other hand. He surged up, dagger shooting over my shield for my face -

- and then a bolt of electricity roared inches past my face to envelop him and send him flying back, blasting him with the force of a high pressure water hose from hell, his whole body arching in furious agony as snakes of white fire enveloped him. He fell, tumbled, shivered and shook, and then I had to tear my eyes away as another goat man moved in for the kill.

Imogen called out a harrowing word of power and unleashed a blast of lightning that sprang from both palms, shooting forth to arc from one goat man to the next, causing each to bleat in terror and pain as they spasmed and then fell.

How many were there? For each one we dropped another two stepped forward to take their place. A good six or seven had already died, but I saw more rushing toward us from out of the dark. 

I moved back to stand beside Imogen, already gasping for breath. My shield was in rough shape, several dents having bulged out the back already, and holding it up was already wearing me out. 

Still there’s nothing like a life or death situation to give you strength, so when the next pair of goat men came braying toward me I screamed right back and hunched behind my shield, raising it to take the next blow and stabbing with Shard at the same time.

The shield exploded as it took the full brunt of the downward swing, shards of wood flying in every direction and I felt a terrible white pain flare up and down my arm. But I lunged forward, sliding my blade into the goat man’s gut. The second goat man however gave a shrieking laugh as he closed in on my exposed side. He chopped with his ax, going to cleave me wide open, only for Valeria’s battle ax to come spinning out of nowhere and collide with the side of his head.

I yelled, throat already raw, lost my footing and fell on my ass. The remains of the shield fell away from my throbbing arm. Imogen was casting bolt after bolt of lightning in every direction, her glasses glowing a fearsome white, her braids whipping around her like enraged snakes. 

Valeria rushed up, bleeding from a wound in her shoulder and a nasty gash down her thigh. She scooped up her battle ax, wresting it from the skull of the goat, and then grabbed me by shield arm to lift me up.

I screamed as broken bones ground against each other but still she hauled me up. I clutched my arm to my chest. The forearm had snapped. Sweat beaded my face and I clenched my jaw against the pain, turning to find my next attacker.

A final bolt of lightning from Imogen took a fleeing goat man in the back and he fell with a scream and went still. 

Silence but for our collected gasps, and then Imogen groaned and sank into a crouch, a hand on the floor for balance.

“Noah?” Valeria looked me up and down. “Any other wounds?”

“No,” I panted. “Just… just the arm.”

“Imogen?”

“I’m fine.” Her voice was clipped. “Just need a moment. Expended…. A lot of energy. Head spinning.”

Valeria sucked in a deep breath, held it, then hissed as she released it slowly. She slung her ax over her shoulder and examined her thigh, parting the ruined scale mail to frown at the cut. “Not too bad. I’m going to bind it. Noah, keep an eye out.”

I nodded. I wanted to sit and hang my head between my knees, but my broken arm kept me standing. I sucked in lungful after lungful of air and kept turning in a slow circle. We stood in a small glade inside a dark forest. Closely packed fir trees stood shoulder to shoulder around us, forming a dense and impenetrable wall.

“That was brutal,” I said. “It’s like the trial wanted to kill us as quickly as possible.”

“Just part of the trials,” said Valeria. “We survived. That’s all that matters.” She’d sat and hiked her scale mail skirt up to reveal her wounded leg, and tore a strip of her leggings of with which to bind it. I watched for a moment, fascinated and sickened as she wrapped the gash shut. She didn’t even look like she was in pain.

Imogen stood, still looking shaky. “Any obvious sign of an exit?”

“Just trees,” I said. A moon hung low in the sky, clouds streaming before it, and its radiance served only to make the spaces between the fir trees all the darker.

“No path that I can see,” said Valeria. She winced as she stood and tested her weight on her leg. “That’s better. We should keep moving.”

Neveah had watched all this in silence, but now she extended a hand to Valeria, who took it and lifted her to her feet. 

“Let’s see how far you can walk,” said the blond warrior. “Here.” She slid her arm around Neveah’s waist. “Imogen, take the lead?”

“Hold on,” said Imogen. “Let’s see what lies up ahead.” She closed her eyes and murmured words beneath her breath, lowering back down to place her hand on the grass. I felt a faint throb of power. Imogen remained still for perhaps a minute, then opened her eyes.

“The woods extend as far as I can sense in every direction but that one. If we go that way we’ll come out onto some kind of open plain. Perhaps a moor? Nothing lives within the woods. No more goat men that I can sense.”

“I love your geomancy,” I said. “Seriously. I want to make it one of my companions.”

Imogen smirked. “I have my uses.”

“Anything on the moor?” asked Valeria, beginning to walk in that direction. “Sense any structures, or…?”

“Nothing within my range. I’ll try again when we reach it.”

Despite knowing the woods were devoid of life I remained on edge; my arm throbbed continuously, and the impenetrable shadows around us made it far too easy to imagine shapes shifting and following us but a few yards away. 

Imogen took the lead, with Valeria and Neveah in the middle and me at the back. I kept turning around to glance behind us, fully expecting at any moment to see some horrific monstrosity right at my heels. 

By the time we reached the forest’s edge it was clear that Valeria was suffering. The cut to her shoulder made it hard to hold her ax, and her limp had grown progressively worse. When the moor came into view she set Neveah against a tree and then sank down onto the pine needles, extending her wounded leg before her and hiking up her scale mail skirt again.

“Can I help?” I asked, crouching next to her.

“I need you to pull this bandage tighter,” she said. “I’m still bleeding. Need more pressure.”

She unwound the blood soaked warp, and I quickly tore the lower half of my own legging off, cutting a hole into it with Shard then tearing it free with a yank. I handed it to Valeria just as she revealed her wound. Welling blood make it hard to make out, but the cut was at least eight inches long, and deepest at the top.

“Here,” said Imogen, kneeling on her other side. She took the cloth from Valeria who looked like she was about to protest, and then slid it under her leg. Wrapped it around the wound, once, twice, three times, then gave it a sharp tug and tied it off.

Valeria winced but otherwise gave no sign of pain. “How’s it look out there?”

“Let’s see,” said Imogen, and placed her hand on the pine needle covered floor. “One moment.”

I took a moment to tear the lower half off my other leg’s leggings, and from that fashioned a simple loop I placed around my neck and into which I slipped my broken arm.

I stepped up next to Neveah who was gazing out across the moor. The open plain undulated out into the darkness, rising gently to the right to a small hill, losing itself into the night far beyond. I saw a copse of trees close by, but otherwise -

“There,” whispered Neveah, and raised a scarred hand to point.

I squinted. I couldn’t make out anything. “What is it?”

“Light.”

I took a step forward and stared. And she was right. A tiny pinprick of flickering light, like a star set on the surface of the moor. No - two lights.

“No life around us,” said Imogen. “A door’s appeared in the woods behind us though. Perhaps fifty yards into the forest.”

“A door?” I asked. “The exit?”

“One way to find out,” said Valeria. She climbed to her feet, using the tree, and I felt a flash of fear when I saw how badly her leg was holding up. She tried to put weight on it, settling slowly, and for the first time hissed in pain as her knee nearly buckled. 

“I’m fine,” she said. “But we’d better hurry up. I lose any more blood I’ll be in trouble.”

Imogen moved to help Neveah, and I took the lead, Shard held at the ready. The darkness beneath the fir tree canopy was oppressive, the ground springy with needles and treacherous with raised root systems. 

Trying to control my breathing, startling at every sound, I crept forward, peering vainly ahead. 

“There,” I heard Imogen whisper, and I saw it - a door of hammered gold, not glowing, but hanging suspended perhaps a foot above the ground.

Nobody else was around, so I approached and stopped before it.

“Looks… is that the trial door from the council chamber?” I asked.

“Looks like it,” grunted Valeria. 

I walked around it. “What’s it mean? This wasn’t in the previous two trials.”

“Escape,” croaked Neveah. “Wuh - way out.”

I stopped. “A way out? But not the way out?”

Neveah shook her head.

“A way to quit,” said Imogen, voice flinty. “The trial’s tempting us.”

“But why would we quit?” I asked. “We killed the goat men. We’re banged up, but we’re not dying.”

“Not yet,” said Imogen. 

“Knowing it’s here will sap our will,” said Valeria. “Soldiers will fight the hardest when they know they’ve no choice. But now we have a way out. It’ll make it harder to give our all.”

A flash of annoyance passed through me, and I picked up a stone and threw it at the door. It pinged off. Nothing happened.

I sighed. “Neveah saw two pinpricks of light out on the moor. Shall we check it out?”

No one spoke.

“Valeria? Should we fashion a crutch for you?”

She looked away in anger, then nodded. “Might as well. No sense in being stupid about this.”

We spent the next five minutes hunting for a good branch, and I finally cut one down with Shard, then scraped the bark away from the Y-shaped notch at the top. Valeria fitted it under her arm and gave a few experimental steps.

“Thanks,” she said, voice bitter.

“Hey, you saved my life there again,” I said. “Don’t get down on yourself for being a hero.”

“Sure.” She didn’t sound convinced. “Let’s keep moving.”

We crept back to the forest’s edge, and I pointed out the pinpricks of glimmering light. 

“Just out in the open,” said Imogen. “But beyond the range of my geomancy. Let’s see how close we can get before I can pick up some information.”

We left the cover of the forest and stepped out into the moonlight. The ground was surprisingly even, the grass about shin high, and when I turned I saw that the golden door had appeared at the tree line, gleaming softly in the light of the moon.

I didn’t point it out. 

The moor was relatively featureless; it swelled and sank in slow, subtle waves, and here and there a boulder rose or a solitary, dead tree. The pinpricks remained frustratingly distant for some time, but eventually seemed to grow closer, until finally Imogen stopped.

“Let me try again.” She helped Neveah sit, then crouched in turn, closed her eyes, murmured her words of power, and went still.

I stepped over to Valeria and touched her shoulder. “You hanging in there?”

Her face glistened with sweat, and I saw that she looked pale, her tawny skin drawn tight over her features. “No problem,” she said.

“Hang in there,” I said. “Let me know if there’s anything I can do.”

“A foot massage,” she said with a smile. “When we get back. Give me something to look forward to.”

“My pleasure,” I said, and on impulse leaned in to kiss her cheek. I was rewarded with a grim smile, and then Imogen stood.

“The exit’s between those lights,” she said. “They’re torches, two of them, stuck into the ground. There’s a man standing there. There’s something off about him. Not quite human.”

“So we need to creep up and kill him?” I asked. “Or walk up to him and challenge him to combat?”

“Creep up and kill him,” said Imogen. “I’ve no desire to fight fair.”

“The moonlight will make that difficult,” said Valeria. “He’s no doubt on watch, and knows we’re coming.”

“Can we circle him?” I asked. “Approach from three directions? All we need is for one of us to surprise him and take him down.”

“I’m… I’m going to have difficulty creeping up on him,” said Valeria. “I’m sorry.”

“Imogen and I can handle it,” I said. “Right? One blast of lightning and he’s done for.”

“True,” said Imogen. “I just need to get within fifteen yards. Let’s approach from different sides.”

“What if more enemies appear while we’re all spread out?” I asked. “Maybe that’s part of the trap. Cause us to spread out then pick us off one by one.”

“I don’t sense anything else out here,” said Imogen.

“Not now. But what’s to stop the trial from dropping another pack of goat men wherever it wants?”

Nobody spoke.

“Let’s do this,” I said. “Imogen, you and I will creep toward the guy, not on opposite sides but perhaps ten, fifteen yards apart. That way if one of us gets in trouble the other will be there to help. Valeria, you stay back here and defend Neveah. Once Imogen and I take him out, we’ll come back for you.”

“Very well,” said Valeria. “Good luck.”

“We’ll be back soon,” I said. 

“One thing,” said Valeria. “Imogen, you’ll have to take off your glasses. They might reflect the torchlight.”

Imogen muttered something under her breath and took them off, folding them and sliding them into a pocket. “Now I’m going to have to get within three feet of him or risk missing altogether.”

“Just get close enough and then slide them on,” said Valeria.

“If I don’t crawl in the wrong direction.”

Fear turned into frustration. “Well, perhaps you can slip them on occasionally to make sure you’re on track. But let’s hurry up - the longer we wait, the weaker Valeria gets.”

Imogen gave a curt nod and together we headed off toward the distant lights. 

“How close do you think we should be before crawling?” I asked.

“Perhaps… perhaps a hundred yards?” Imogen sounded as frustrated as I was. “This isn’t exactly something I’ve practiced in the recent past.”

“Nor me. We should probably be quiet though. No telling how good this guy’s hearing is.”

We covered the remaining ground in silence, and when I could make out the enemy’s silhouette against the torches - he was wisely standing before them, so that they wouldn’t ruin his night vision - Imogen and I dropped to our hands and knees.

Crawling is no fun with a broken arm. Every jolt sent lances of pain through the fracture, and my good arm was soon aching from working overtime. I couldn’t army crawl, but had to instead move forward on all fours, making me more conspicuous than I’d like.

Still, the ground was pretty even and the grass was soft. We approached slowly but surely, Imogen a wriggling bump off to my side,  and I’d pause only to look ahead, make sure we were on track, and check if the man was still where I’d last seen him.

“Wait,” I whispered when I looked up. “He’s moving.”

It was impossible to tell what he was doing. Not walking, but lifting something into the air before him. A staff? My gut clenched in fear. A magic staff?

There came a whistling sound and then Imogen cried out in pain. On the verge of panicking, I stood and ran over to her, hunched over as best I could, to drop beside her and see her lying on her back. An arrow extended from the muscle between shoulder and neck. 

“Fuck,” I hissed. “C’mon!”

I levered her up and she cried out again. The arrow was in deep. I heard another hiss and a second arrow slammed into the back of her leg. With a scream she dropped to one knee, and then I ducked under her arm and ran, half carrying her as I bolted away from the stranger and his lethal bow. 

Imogen could barely keep up, her wounded leg dragging, her other leg hopping and touching down every two or three paces. I quickly grew winded, a stitch stabbing into my side, my broken arm seeming to grow twice as large and three times as painful. Sobbing for breath, feeling like I was going to puke, we slowed down to a jog and then a labored walk. How far were the others? Had I run the wrong way?

“You with me?” I panted.

“Yes,” she said through gritted teeth. “I can’t stand. For much. Longer.”

A whisper cut through the night. “Over here!”

I oriented on the call and soon saw Valeria standing over Neveah, battle-ax in hand. “What happened?” she asked. “I heard a cry!”

“Bastard hit me with two arrows,” said Imogen as I set her down then collapsed beside her. “One in the neck is deep.”

Valeria knelt before her and examined the arrow. “How far away were you?”

“Why’s it matter?” I asked, flopping onto my back. It was the easiest way to rest with my arm.

“Answer my question.”

“I don’t know. Fifty yards? Maybe more.”

“Damn. It hit Imogen almost head on. At that distance I’d expect it to be arcing down toward the ground. It must have been flying nearly parallel to the ground.”

“So?” I asked. 

“It means he’s got a great fucking longbow with several hundred pounds of draw weight. He’s sending his arrows straight at you, and they’re flying fast enough that they’re not dipping much over fifty yards or more. And hitting Imogen in the dark? This is a really bad situation.”

Imogen was shaking. She pulled her glasses off and I saw them dance in the darkness as she fumbled them onto her face. “What  can you do. About the arrows?”

“The one in your leg punched clean through the front of your thigh. I’ll cut the head off that one and push it through. The one in your neck? If I pull it out you’ll bleed to death in minutes.”

“Why did I leave the library?” asked Imogen. “Nobody was shooting at me with arrows in the stacks.”

“The head’s not barbed,” said Valeria. “Thank the Source for small mercies. Noah, your blade will cut through this the neatest.”

I grunted my assent, rose to my knees, and drew Shard. Valeria held the shaft steady, and I lined up the edge then sliced down. My sword cut through the wood just below the fletching.

“Now prepare a bandage. Imogen, you’re going to want to bite down on something. Your belt will work. Ready?”

Imogen lay down on her side, slipping the end of her leather belt between her teeth. She clasped my hand with both of hers and then nodded.

Valeria gave the arrow a firm shove and Imogen stiffened, screaming into the belt, hands squeezing my own as if I were holding her above an abyss. Valeria reached down and grasped the bloody end and drew it out, then took my bandage and pressed it hard against the entry and exit wounds. 

Neveah lowered herself beside me and took Imogen’s head onto her lap. Imogen turned her face into Neveah’s thighs and lay there shaking as Valeria finished binding her thigh tight.

“There. That will do for a short while. But now we’ve even less time. Whatever we’re going to do to take down this man we need to do fast.”

“But what can we do if he can see us in the dark and he’s got a long bow?”

No one answered me. Valeria shifted over to sit, pulling her wounded leg before her. Imogen lay still, face in Neveah’s lap, who slowly caressed her head as if she were a child.

“There has to be a solution,” I said. “Something -”

The golden door had appeared only ten yards away from us. 

“Look,” I whispered.

Valeria and Neveah did so. 

“It wants us to quit,” said Valeria. “It’s still offering us a way out.”

“What happens if we take it?”

“We fail the trial. You cease to be the savior. Imogen goes back to the library, and Neveah - well. They’ll either lock her up or make her disappear forever.”

“So we can’t quit,” I said, staring at the golden door. “But what do we do?”

“My leg’s seizing up,” said Valeria, voice quiet and matter of fact. “I can’t run on it. Charging the stranger is suicidal, anyway; he can easily drop us before we get close. He saw Imogen from a distance of fifty yards in the dark, and that’s with her wearing black. We’ve no long range weapons. Imogen is going to have trouble walking. Neveah is as weak as a kitten, and if she got close I doubt she could hurt him.”

Valeria blew out her cheeks and pressed her hand to her brow. “It’s going to be up to you, Noah.”

I struggled to my feet and took a few steps toward the distant pinpricks of light. There had to be a way to pass this trial. Kether, the Source, whatever it was that had set it up wouldn’t have made it literally impossible, would it?

An insidious thought snuck into my mind: unless the Source disapproved of Neveah. Perhaps then it might make a trial impossible.

Neveah was still caressing Imogen’s hair. The slender librarian lay still, face turned away and down, the arrow passing over Neveah’s thigh and rising and fall slowly as Imogen breathed.

“She’s fallen asleep,” said Valeria. “Shock. It will be hard to wake her.”

“Sneaking up is out. Running up is out. Quitting is out. Perhaps I can call out to him, ask to parley, anything to get in close, and then -”

A whistling sound, and then Valeria grunted and fell over. I dropped by her side, and saw an arrow jutting from her chest. She sat up and gripped it with both hands, cried out as she tried pulling on it, and then blood burst from her mouth as she coughed.

Another whistling sound and I threw myself down, only to hear Neveah sigh. I looked up from the grass and saw her staring down at an arrow in her side, her eyes wide.

“Move!” I shouted. “We have to get out of here!”

I leaped to my feet, the pain from my arm nearly making me pass out, and then swayed, unsure whom to assist first. Imogen, passed out in Neveah’s lap? Neveah, too weak to stand by herself? Valeria, gritting her teeth as she struggled to stand?

Another whistling sound and a second arrow hit Valeria, an inch above her hip, folding her over and then she collapsed again with a cry.

“Damn it!” she yelled, voice hoarse with pain. “Noah! Get the bastard!”

I drew Shard and it lit up, a brilliance that challenged the moon. By its radiance I saw the man, a shadow some thirty yards away, bow raised, an arrow nocked.

I screamed and ran at him, blade held aloft, heart in my throat, madness in my mind, ran straight into the heart of fear and terror and despair. 

I saw him pull back the bowstring. Line up the arrow. At the last moment I threw myself aside, but it was too late; the arrow sang out and pain blossomed in my gut and then I was down, crashing onto the grass right atop my broken arm, which sent a fresh paroxysm of agony shattering through me.

I screamed, rolled onto the arrow and caused its head to burrow and swim around within my guts. The pain was so intense that I felt myself go away, the world receding, and then it came roaring back and I was aflame with agony.

Sobbing, I sat up, Shard discarded a yard from me. Blood was soaking my abdomen, pouring down my front to flow into the grass. Something was desperately wrong inside me - I felt a liquid looseness that made me want to retch. My arm was like a tuning fork that had been struck by a sledgehammer, and every vibration was fresh hell.

The stranger was approaching.

“Damn you,” I gasped. He raised his bow and pulled another arrow from the quiver at his hip. Unhurried. 

I wouldn’t die on my back. I made a screaming, tearing sound of pain as I rolled over and sat up, the arrow carving me up inside, and managed to get one knee under me when he loosed.

The arrow flew over my shoulder and I whipped around to see it hit Neveah in the thigh. 

I knew the bastard could place his arrows where he wanted. He’d hit her there on purpose.

Neveah stumbled, nearly went down. Her long hair fell nearly to her waist, her face a pale smear in the night, but with a grunt she straightened and resumed walking toward us.

The stranger hesitated, as if nonplussed, then in a flicker drew another arrow and loosed it at her. This one took her in the shoulder, spinning her half around. She staggered, caught her balance, righted herself.

“Get down!” I shouted.

She ignored me. Resumed her approach.

The stranger made a clucking sound of annoyance and loosed one, two, three arrows. One in the chest, one in the other leg, one in her stomach.

Neveah stopped. She held a small dagger, I saw, a gleaming cat fang in her fist. She swayed, fell to her knees, then fell onto her side and lay still.

Six arrows. In her condition. She’d managed to rise and attempt an attack, and it had taken six damn arrows to drop her. I stared wide eyed at where she lay, then turned back to the stranger.

Hell, in comparison one arrow in the gut was nothing.

With a grimace I rose to my feet.

The stranger nocked a new arrow. How many did he have left?

“Turn back,” he said, his voice a hollow whisper. 

I stood there swaying, and then glanced back over my shoulder. The golden door was right there. Mere feet behind me. Beyond it I could see Neveah, face down in the grass. Imogen, passed out from shock. Valeria, dragging herself toward us, using one arm to anchor herself and then haul herself forward.

I looked passed the stranger. The torches were far, far away. Our exit beyond them. 

The stranger stood at a distance of some thirty yards. Too far for me to catch by surprise. I envisioned snatching up Shard, breaking into a sprint, ducking and weaving as I ran toward him -

No.

He’d hit me with dozens of yards to spare before I could even get close.

“What do you want?” I croaked.

“Turn back,” he said.

The door. It was right there. I could reach out and touch it. 

“Will we be healed? If I go through it?”

The stranger nodded his head. 

I could sense Valeria’s pain. It was rolling through her in waves. She was so weak. Her presence in my mind was fading away. I startled: she was dying.

Imogen? I tried focusing on her as well. That dark flame I’d sensed before. It was greatly diminished. 

I swayed. My mouth was parched, my throat a tight knot, my stomach wet and wretched with pain. My arm felt like it had turned into an anvil and a demented smith were pounding it with a white hot hammer. Sweat coursed down my face and back, and I could taste blood in the back of my throat.

“Turn back,” said the stranger a third time.

There was no hope. Nothing we could do. We’d lost. Been thoroughly defeated.

Cold washed off the golden door in waves, as if I stood beside a glacier. All I had to do was pass through it and the pain would go away. Valeria would be healed. Neveah wouldn’t die. Imogen would awaken.

What choice did I have? I hadn’t asked for this. Any of this. 

I turned back to the stranger. 

Quit and Imogen gets returned to the stacks. Quit and Neveah will be returned to her cell. 

I took a deep, shuddery breath. My focus was starting to go; three copies of the stranger slowly wove amongst themselves.

Quit and you don’t save the universe. Quit and you return to Ruddock, a failure. A nobody. 

Quit and Lilith wins.

I let out a chuckle that was more hiss of pain than anything else. “Sorry,” I said. “Coming through.”

And began to stumble toward him.

He loosed an arrow. It took me in the thigh, hit me like a baseball bat. My leg went out from under me and I desperately twisted so that I wouldn’t fall on my gut arrow.

I hit the ground hard and the air blew out of me. I lay there, unable to inhale, unable to think, drowning in pain. 

Oh god. I’d never known a human could feel so much pain.

Slowly, by inches, I collected my sense of self. Pulled in my resolve like a fisherman might a net. Collected my will, and began to climb back to my feet.

Halfway up I retched. Blood and food and bile splattered over the grass. A terrible pressure was building up within me, making me feel as if my stomach was going to burst. 

I let out a sharp bark of fury, an incoherent cry of rage. I didn’t want to die. I didn’t want to die. 

But I still got up.

Swaying, I stared blearily at the stranger. He’d nocked another arrow.

“Turn back,” he whispered.

I couldn’t speak. So I raised my hand and gave him the middle finger.

He loosed.

The arrow hit me high on the chest. Wrenching pain like the flare of lightning burst through me as I felt the bone in my clavicle break, my good arm immediately dropping to flop by my side.

I sobbed and staggered back, my wounded leg nearly giving out from under me. There was so much pain now that I couldn’t even feel it anymore; everything was growing vague and distant once again. My whole body was a black hole that sucked in all sensation, leaving me dizzy and floating outside it. 

The stranger drew an arrow, and somehow I could see that this one was different. It was fletched with black feathers and as thick as my thumb. Its head was shaped like a leaf, nearly as large as my palm, and metal prongs swept back from its base.

An arrow with which to kill me.

No words this time. No warnings. 

I stood there, delirious, the world fading away from me, and it took everything I had, every reserve, every ounce of willpower to hold on. 

The door gleamed behind me. 

I thought of the trail of human waste down the wall beneath Neveah’s manacled form. 

Thought of Imogen in her collar. 

Thought of the hollow-headed girl, and what she represented. The siege at the base of Bastion.

Then I thought of Emma and her crooked smile. A sense of peace descended over me, and I took a step forward.

The stranger disappeared. 

In his place appeared a doorway. 

I staggered toward it and fell through.


Chapter 15

 


 

I crashed to the floor and sucked in the kind of breath drowning people do when they’re hauled up on land. The pain was gone. The stirring, wet, wrenching pain in my gut. My broken arm. The numerous arrow wounds. From a crucible of fire I was delivered to a realm of absence, such that my mind scrambled to adjust, to figure out what had just happened to me.

Voices, shouts, people pushing close and drawing back. Panic gripped me. Had my companions come through? Had I lost them by leaving them behind in the trial?

I reared up onto my knees and saw them sprawled out around me. Relief flooded me, sweet, exhilarating relief, and I realized: we’d done it!

We’d passed the third trial. 

Everyone was picking themselves up off the floor, but my eyes were locked on Neveah.

Holy crap had she changed.

Her ebon hair had taken in a lustrous glow with tints so deep they appeared almost blue, and it hung like a diaphanous curtain past her waist, a cloak of shifting glory that models back home would have killed for. Her frame had filled out, not nearly as athletic as Valeria but toned, and the scars and disfigurements were gone, her hands pale and clean.

“Neveah?” I asked, moving to her side. “Are you…?”

She lifted her face and I inhaled sharply. She was stunning. Those large, aching blue eyes ringed with green. High cheekbones, her skin flawless, her jaw set and lips pursed as she blinked and came to terms with her own change.

Imogen stepped up beside me, hand resting on my shoulder. “Neveah…?”

Neveah sat on her heels and stared at her hands. I could make out calluses across her palms from what had to be extended sword practice, but otherwise they were completely healed. She closed her eyes and raised her face to the ceiling, her whole body shaking as she closed her hands into fists and then screamed, a harrowing, piercing sound of incandescent fury.

I spilled onto my ass in surprise and glanced up at Imogen, who gulped and clenched my shoulder.

“Her magical bonds?” I asked. “Gone?”

“No,” she whispered. “But - she’s changed -”

Neveah leaped to her feet with soundless grace. One moment she was kneeling, the next she kipped up, halo of void black hair flaring out around her and she was on her feet.

Her body was willowy and slender, but perfectly controlled; there was a precision to her that I’d only ever seen in professional dancers, a deliberation to her every move that made me think her body was a perfect weapon under her control.

“Noah,” said Valeria, moving to join us. “What happened -”

Neveah thrust her hand into the air and called out a single, harsh word, a name that crashed upon us like a rolling wave of thunder. “Morghothilim!”

Imogen flinched and shadows immediately began to coil in the air around Neveah’s hand, flickers of purple electricity shooting through them like summer lighting in the belly of distant clouds. 

“What’s she doing?” I asked. “Imogen?!”

“I don’t know,” said Imogen. “But she’s using dark magic. Nothing like mine. I don’t know what -”

“Should I stop her?” asked Valeria, closing her hands into fists. “How bad is this?”

The crowd around us was shouting and pulling away, but I ignored them as I rose to my feet. Had I made a terrible mistake? Had Neveah been the enemy all along? 

A curved, black stick appeared in her hand, easily five or six feet in length. No, a sword sheathed in a gleaming lacquer scabbard. What the hell? I’d never seen a sword so long. It had a Japanese feel to it, curved like a katana, but was larger than any Japanese sword I’d ever heard of.

“The blade she returned with,” whispered Valeria. “It’s supposed to be securely locked up.”

“Not any longer,” I said, throat tight. “Can she even wield that thing?”

As if in response Neveah dropped the blade to her hip and drew the sword, thrusting the scabbard back as she pulled the hilt forward to the full extent of her reach. The blade was black with undulating purple striations down its length, and a moment later the scabbard was dancing on the floor and she held the blade with both hands.

From her stance and control it sure looked like she knew how to wield that monster of a blade.

I raised both hands and took a step forward. “Neveah? What are you doing?”

“Revenge,” she hissed, her gaze focusing on me for the first time.

“Revenge? Against who?”

“Taniel.” Her rasp gone, replaced now by furious determination. “He must pay for what he did to me.”

“Taniel? He’s a member of the council. That Taniel?”

Neveah sighted down the length of her sword as if inspecting it for flaws. There were clearly none. “That Taniel,” she whispered. “When I was bound. Imprisoned. He would come and visit me.” Her lips writhed back from her lips in a snarl. “He will pay!”

My heart was pounding as if it were a rock a prisoner were using to try and break down a wall. “Whoa, wait. You’re just going to go kill him?”

“She can’t do that,” said Valeria. “Noah!”

“Most of my memories were stolen from me,” whispered Neveah. “But those that remain are enough to sear my soul. The worst of them are what I suffered at Taniel’s hands. He is a monster. I swore that if I ever escaped he would die at my hand. I will fulfill that promise now.”

“Look - wait. You can’t just go down there and murder him. There needs to be some kind of trial, or -”

“No trial will convict him.” Her voice was flat with certainty. “I know his connections. His friends. Some of them would come down to my cell with him. I’ll bring him my own justice. Now.”

My mind was scrambling. I wished Emma were here to offer advice. I looked to Imogen and Valeria. “What can we do?”

“Accompany her,” said Imogen. “I believe what she says. This whole government is rotten. Let’s begin purifying it.”

“You will bring down Shalarra’s wrath upon our heads,” said Valeria. “And she commands the tower guards and the army below. More! Thousands of Aspirants will do what she says, and they’re the most elite fighters gathered from all the remaining worlds. This justice will cost us our lives!”

I wanted to press my hands against my temples and groan. What was the right thing to do? Vigilante justice? Damnit! I also believed Neveah. I understood her pain, could imagine how that resolve to avenge herself had kept her going. 

But to attack Taniel, after we’d just reached a tentative peace with Shalarra? After pushing our luck already by recruiting Imogen and Neveah into my team?

Neveah straightened from her fighting crouch, snatched up her scabbard and propped her naked blade against her shoulder. “I respect you, Noah. What I saw in the trial impressed me. But nothing will stop me now. Nothing. Stand aside.”

“We’re with you,” said Imogen, voice fraught with emotion.

“No we’re bloody well not,” said Valeria. “Noah?”

I pressed my thumbs into my eyes, withdrawing all my thoughts into a tight ball of fierce focus as I tried to make up my mind. 

What was more important? Bastion’s rulers, or composing the best team with which to save the universe?

I opened my eyes. “I believe Neveah. I’m against vigilante justice, but we just don’t have time. In twelve hours the next trial begins. Our highest loyalty is to Kether and serving it with the best team we can assemble. Nothing else matters.”

“Noah,” breathed Valeria. “You can’t be serious. This is murder.”

“But,” I said, with absolutely no idea what I was going to say next. Neveah stared at me, chin raised, eyes wide, her demon blade coruscating over her shoulder, its aura causing her ebon hair to stir about her waist. 

“But,” I said. “We need to be better than Taniel. Than Shalarra. Than any of them.” Even as I spoke I felt my footing grow more sure. “Two wrongs don’t make a right. If you march down there and kill Taniel you may get your revenge but you’ll setting in motion a cascade of violence. Shalarra will demand your arrest. We’ll have to kill innocents to defend you. At some point our hands will no longer be clean. We won’t be any better than anyone else.”

“Nothing we can do would lower us to his level,” said Neveah.

“Listen to me,” I said, moving to stand right before her. “I want to make you a promise. A - an oath, even. Wait. Help me pass the next two trials. And then, when I’m officially made the savior, I’ll use my authority to help you get justice. At that point nobody will be able to gainsay, me right?”

“Correct,” said Valeria.

“I promise you this, Neveah. If you help me, if you put aside your desire for murder, I’ll help you get justice. The kind that ends problems, and doesn’t create new ones. The kind that shows the world we’re acting from a good place, and not a violent desire for blood. Please?”

She trembled and I saw tears glimmer in her eyes.

“Neveah?” Everything seemed to hang in the balance. “Please?”

“He hurt me!” she screamed, her voice naked with such pain that I felt my soul recoil in sympathy and horror. “He hurt me over and over and laughed as I suffered and I want him dead!”

I had nothing to say. God damn it, I was a punk college kid from Rudduck, Ohio, not a grief counselor or some Ph. D. therapist. The words died in my throat as I grasped just how deep the well of Neveah’s agony went. Without realizing what I was doing, I simply stepped forward and closed my arms awkwardly around her.

I have to admit, I full expected to get cut in half as I did do.

But she simply stood there, shaking and fighting back her sobs, sobs that fought their way up from her depths as if torn free by terrible claws. She stood still, eyes screwed shut, mouth a twisted line, tears running down her cheeks, and fought to not break down.

I held her as best I could, and she in no way leaned into me or acknowledged my presence. But nor did she push me away.

We remained like that for only a brief while, and then she raised her face and moved her arm to wipe her tears and I stepped back. After a moment she regained her composure, and then inhaled raggedly and met my gaze once more.

“All right, Noah. I’ll trust you. Two more trials. But if you don’t deliver I’ll leave your team and take Taniel’s head no matter how many innocents stand in my way.”

I exhaled in a rush of relief. “Deal. I swear it.”

Neveah looked away, gaze searching the ground as if lost, and then closed her eyes, lips pursing as she brought herself back under control. Then, quicker than I could follow, she flipped her scabbard up, reversed her grip on her insane sword and slid it home so smoothly that it barely whispered.

“Thank the Source,” breathed Valeria.

We were still being watched, I realized. The crowd of Aspirants and other spectators had drawn back a respectful distance, but the hallway was massive enough to accommodate a crowd even when they hung back.

“Maybe some privacy,” I said. “Emma must be sick with worry waiting for us. C’mon. Back to the Batcave.”

“Batcave?” asked Valeria, falling in stride with me.

“Never mind. Neveah? You coming?”

She nodded, and together we made our way through the hallways of Bastion, past galleries that looked out over empty ballrooms, across vast chambers and more to finally fetch up in my private suite.

“You did it!” Emma came hurtling across the room and wrapped her arms around my neck, hugging me tightly and kicking up her feet in glee. “You’re alive! All of you!”

She stopped then as Neveah stepped into the room. “Oh, wow. Neveah. You look… you look so much better.”

Neveah grimaced at Emma, her best attempt at a smile, I guessed, and then made her way to one of the huge windows to stand, demon sword clasped behind her back.

Emma watched her go then stepped in closer. “She all right? I’d hoped her being healed would help…?”

Imogen adjusted her glasses. “She’s in much greater pain than we thought. Taniel, apparently, tortured her while she was held below. Noah managed to convince her not to go in search of his head.”

“Thank you,” said Valeria, reaching out to squeeze my arm gently. “I’d have followed and helped, but I’ve no desire to kill innocent guardsmen and begin a war within Bastion.”

“Yeah, no problem.” I crossed my arms. “Though I’m going to deliver that justice I promised when this is all done. Taniel will pay for what he did.”

“That bastard,” said Emma, voice soft as she examined Neveah from behind. “To take advantage of her - to - god. And it’s even worse that he presents himself like some kind of friendly uncle.”

“He’s powerful,” said Valeria. “Don’t forget. One of the most accomplished mages in Bastion. If he decides to resist, it will be an incredibly dangerous fight to bring him down.”

“That’s why we’re doing this the right way,” I said. “Justice, not vengeance.”

“Hmm,” said Imogen, not sounding convinced. “You seem to think that Bastion works along the lines of fairness for all.”

“It doesn’t matter if it does or doesn’t,” I said. “Once I’m officially the savior I’ll be able to throw my weight around.”

“So what happened?” asked Emma, bringing over empty glasses and the whisky bottle. “The trial? How’d it go?”

“Brutal,” sighed Valeria, undoing the clasps of her scale mail. It had been repaired and looked new, but she still sighed in relief when it slid off her full figure. Taking a glass of whisky she sat down, her tunic riding high and revealing a length of muscular leg. “Absolutely brutal.”

“Noah acquitted himself quite well,” said Imogen, taking her glass in turn. I blushed as she looked at me, expression inscrutable. “I have to admit I’m impressed.”

“Oh?” asked Emma, handing me a glass. “He turning out to be the hero-type?”

“Mmmhmm,” said Valeria. She took a long sip from her whisky and closed her eyes. “He is, actually. I was dying. Imogen had passed out from shock. Neveah - Neveah did her best, but six or seven arrows stopped her. Only Noah remained. And he persisted in the face of certain death.”

I didn’t know where to look. To be so casually praised? It was like I’d died and gone to heaven. I risked a glance at Valeria, and from the way she was looking at me I could tell she was thinking about more than just the trial.

“I - yeah. I did what I had to do,” I said. “And that was the whole point of the trial, right? To see if it could make me quit? The door floating right there the whole time, tempting us with a way out? It was meant to seem impossible to pass. The only way to make it was to risk the impossible.”

“Easier said than done,” said Valeria. “I’ve known hardened warriors who refused a suicidal charge, even for causes they swore to sacrifice themselves for. You risked everything and won. As Imogen said. Impressive.”

Emma was looking at me funny. A sober, assessing kind of look, as if she were seeing me in a new light. It made me feel even more awkward, so I drank my whisky too quickly and moved to set my glass on the bar. 

“We’ve passed the midway point, at any rate,” said Imogen, voice low and contemplative. “Two more trials to go, and then we leave Bastion to venture forth into the tree of death.”

“I finished that book you gave Noah,” said Emma. “I’ve got like a thousand questions for you.”

“Speaking of which,” said Valeria. “Noah is supposed to attend a seminar with Shalarra, aren’t you? Part of your agreement with her?”

I groaned. “Yeah. A lecture. And fuck. Taniel’s supposed to lead it. How am I going to sit there and listen to that monster without punching him in the face?”

“Punching him in the face?” asked Emma. “Noah, you have changed. What happened to that guy who couldn’t stop apologizing to the cop when you got pulled over for speeding?”

“Well, yeah.” I glanced over at where Neveah stood, still as a statue, the wind tugging at her long, long hair. “Maybe I have changed.”

“We’re going to need a fourth companion as well,” said Valeria. “Anyone in mind, Noah?”

I met Emma’s eyes and then looked away. “Nobody yet.”

“It’s going to be a busy twelve hours, then,” said Valeria. “Perhaps I could have a word with you before you start?”

“Actually,” said Imogen, voice dispassionate, taking off her glasses to examine their fronts. “I mentioned to Noah that I’d like to have a moment alone with him as well.”

And like that my heart was off to the races, my diaphragm taut like a drum and my mouth dry as a desert stone. Both of them fixed me with casual looks; Valeria with her golden hair sweeping down over her shoulders and back like flames from the sun, Imogen with the cold severity of a nun who wanted to lecture me in the most exquisite way possible.

I had to say something. Maybe I was reading into it too much? I had to be. Emma was looking back and forth, at once amused and mortified. 

Could I ask them both to join me?

My heart immediately quailed and I knew I was too cowardly to even dream that.

Pick one of them! The moment was drawing out, growing horrendously awkward. Then I thought of how many times I’d ignored Valeria’s advice, how I’d forced her to go against her own morals and follow my lead, how close I’d come to making her feel ignored and unwanted. 

“You said something about wanting to discuss tactics, right Valeria?” Oh god, my face was burning so bright everybody could tell I was lying. “Um, perhaps real quick then before they call me for the lecture.”

“Indeed,” said Valeria, her poise enviable, and she led the way into the bedroom. I didn’t even dare glance at Imogen. Terrified of her displeasure, I hurried after, sweating bullets.

The moment I entered the bedroom Valeria placed her hand against my chest and pressed me against the wall. She was strong, and she pinned me easily.

“H - hey,” I said, caught off guard. “What -”

“I underestimated you,” said Valeria. “When we first met. I thought: no way is this boy going to do what requires doing. He’s too hesitant, too shy, too weak. I must admit, I believed we were done for.”

“I, uh -”

“But in the trials. Each time you’ve shown yourself to be more than you appear. Especially in this last trial. I watched, you know. Even as I was dying, I lay there and watched you approach the enemy. And I thought to myself: damn. That guy’s got balls.”

“Ah - well, I felt like I had to -”

Valeria moved in close, sliding up to me like a panther and reached down to cup my junk. She still held me pinned, but now she held me down there as well, her face inches from my own.

“I was wrong about you,” she said, voice husky with desire. “I thought you weak. You’re strong. I thought you shy. You’re unstoppable. I thought you weren’t a man.” She leaned forward and kissed me, bit my bottom lip, pulled it ever so gently before releasing, and then breathed in my ear, “I was definitely wrong about that too.”

All I could do was inhale shakily. She was massaging my cock, working her hand up and down its length, and then without warning reached up and slid her hand inside my leggings, her skin warm against my own, her hand strong and sure. 

“We don’t have much time,” she said, rubbing her cheek against my own. “But we don’t need much. I want you to fuck me, Noah. I want you to fuck me now. Hard. Make me cum.”

“Yes,” I breathed, my whole body ebbing and flowing with each pull of her hand. I wanted to add something edgy, something that would make me sound tough, but nothing came to mind. Her presence before me, leonine and savage, her desire, so different from when we’d first met, it had me fired up and hungry.

She hooked a chair with her foot and dragged it close, then set her foot atop its seat so that her long tunic slid down her expanse of thigh. I dragged down my leggings till my cock sprung free, then stepped in close, one arm wrapping around her broad back, the other hand guiding my cock head up and into her.

Valeria exhaled as she dipped her hips, and I pushed her panties aside and found her hot wetness, then rose to the balls of my feet as I slid inside her.

She groaned and arched her head back, and I kissed her neck, my free hand moving to bury itself in her wild mane and grab a fistful of her golden locks.

After all the pain, the misery, the fear and desperation this was exactly what I needed. A pure, physical release. Valeria’s cunt was tight and gripped me as I slid in and out, her pubic hair scratching me gently and with each thrust I pounded deeper into her. 

I dropped my hand from her back to cup her perfect ass, and felt a long muscle in her thigh quivering as she kept her leg raised, kept herself open for me. I pulled her into my upstroke, bowing my head into her neck, and it felt so fucking fine, so perfect. 

But the angle wasn’t quite right. I kept rising to my tiptoes to slide all the way home, but didn’t have the force and leverage I wanted. With a grunt I gripped her by the ass with both hands and lifted her clear off the ground.

For a moment I almost regretted it. She sank against meso that I slid deeper into her, wrapping her legs around my waist and bent down to kiss me, her golden hair falling around us so that I could barely make out the bed as I staggered toward it. When I reached its edge I dumped her unceremoniously down on the mattress as she laughed in surprise and then gasped as I lifted both of her legs so that they extended straight up my chest and bent forward, her ankles around my ears, to finally ram home like I’d been wanting to.

“Yes,” she said, voice rich with hunger. “Like that, Noah. Now fuck me.”

There was no finesse to it. No pacing. No slow build up to a crescendo. Instead, I simply let loose, venting all my pent up emotions and frustration upon her. We didn’t make love. It was hard, fast fucking, and it was clear that’s what she wanted too.

Valeria closed her eyes and turned her head from side to side as she panted, grabbing fistfuls of the sheets as I pounded into her, and then she lifted her hips clear off the bed and angled them so my every thrust was running along the top of her canal and that pushed her right over the edge.

She cried out, squeezing her ankles around my neck, and I grasped her by the hips to pound in one last time before I came. For a moment I simply stood there, straining on the peak of climax, my every muscle locked up, and then I shot my load inside her as she turned her head to bite the sheet and clamp her eyes shut, her body shaking as I leaned into her, spurting what felt like an endless river of cum into her depths.

When I was finally done I gasped and grinned at her, sweat stinging my eyes, and she looked up and smiled, her cheeks flushed. She pulled sweat dampened hair from her brow and then I slowly pulled out, the sensation almost torture for my sensitive glans, and when I finally pulled free she reached down to grab a wad of the sheets and pressed it against her cunt.

“Damn,” I said. “We get to do that whenever we want?”

She gave a throaty laugh and propped herself up on her elbows. “For as long as you keep impressing me, at least.”

“Then I’m going to make sure that lasts.” I tucked myself back into my leggings. I gotta admit, I felt like a fucking champ. I’d won through the third trial on sheer determination, and been rewarded by an amazing fuck with a gorgeous blond warrior who was growing to like me more by the moment.

Things were looking up.

“Tactics, huh?” came a voice from behind me.

I spun around and saw Imogen leaning against the archway, arms crossed. I’d no idea for how long she’d been standing there. Before I could blabber some kind of idiocy, she pushed off the wall. “Spare me your excuses. I’m glad some things have been made clear. At any rate, your escort’s arrived. Don’t keep them waiting?” And she turned and left the room.

“Well, shit,” I said.

Valeria shrugged. “Her problem.”

“My problem,” I said. “Guess that’s on me though. You going to hang out?”

“Mmmhmm,” said Valeria, wriggling up onto the bed proper and giving a very feline stretch. I couldn’t help but admire the long muscles of her thighs, the definition in her shoulders and arms, the way her body twisted sinuously as she pushed into the stretch and then relaxed with a sigh. “I’ve got this delicious feeling rolling through me still. Might lie here for a bit and just enjoy it.”

I smiled. “You’re welcome. I’ll be back as soon as I can. As fascinating as all this tree of life stuff is, I want to start working on our fourth companion.”

“You’re insatiable,” she said with a mocking smile.

“Hey!” I said in mock outrage, then paused, pretending to think about it. “Maybe I am.” I gave her an obvious look up and down. “Can you blame me?”

She smiled contentedly and fluffed the pillow, turning onto her side so that her tunic barely covered the swell of her hip. “Have fun.”

Despite everything I couldn’t help but grin as I made my way out of the room. As horrific and terrifying as this whole ordeal was turning out to be, there was absolutely no denying that there were some incredible perks. 

 


Chapter 16

 


 

The guards escorted me in stiff silence through the vast hallways of Bastion. I had time to really look around me as we went, to take in the scope and scale of the tower in which I’d been living these past few days. 

Why was it so huge? The hallways were large enough for giants to walk through, and our footsteps echoed thinly from the high ceilings. Geometric patterns were laid down in the caramel marble, their forms faded and worn by countless steps. How old was this place? For all its gleam and grandeur it also had a sense of antiquity to it; everything was of stone or marble, with no carpets or tapestries that could have deteriorated with time. 

The question hit me with surprising force: how old was Bastion?

We ascended a great spiraling staircase to the floor above. Guards were posted at the head of the staircase, eight strong, and these wore burnished breastplates of silver with golden griffins emblazoned across them, wings spread. Their helms depicted the screeching faces of eagles, the guard’s faces appearing within the depths of their beaks. 

My escort stopped and bowed, then returned to the floor below.

“You guys in charge up here?” I asked.

The head guard, marked as such by a tassel of blue ribbons on his shoulder, raised an eyebrow at me as if it were an asinine question and marched off. One of the other guards prodded my shoulder, and I moved to follow, half turning in annoyance to glare at the man who stared right back without any apology.

I muttered under my breath and kept walking. Maybe I was changing, but I hadn’t changed that much; I still hated confrontations. Had my question been that dumb? I played it over in my mind, repeated the captain’s scornful look, and then the unnecessary shove. What the hell?

We strode through the hallways, past endless doors, through great rooms with abandoned upper galleries, their floors covered in breathtakingly complex mosaics. I wanted to ask a thousand questions, but not to these clowns, so I kept my mouth shut.

Finally we reached out destination. A new set of guards stood outside a pair of double doors made of bronze, their facades covered in elaborate sculptures of men and women kneeling before what I took to be the sun. At my approach the posted guards hauled the doors open, and I was able to march inside without breaking my stride.

Sunlight poured in through the high windows to paint the marble a pale cream, the shadows deepening to caramel and brown sugar, and a circular table dominated the center of the room, so massive that you could have stretched a net across the middle and played tennis on it. Its surface was etched with a large diagram, spheres that were connected by lines and surrounded by endless runes that I couldn’t read. A map?

Shalarra stood to one side with a group of strangers, and there were numerous such knots of people standing about the table. All of them ceased their conversations at my approach, a few of them nodding their heads to me, but most simply staring.

“Welcome, Noah. Thank you for coming.”

“My pleasure,” I said, resisting the urge to drop my hand to my blade. “I thought this was going to be an informal lecture.”

Taniel stepped forward, a benign smile on his lined face. “As informal as such events can be here in Bastion. With so many important figures present, it can be a daunting task to whittle down the guest list to something manageable.”

I stared at the man. His gaze was forthright, his beard and hair the purest ivory, his robes elaborate and almost religious in nature. They put me in mind of Byzantine costumes I’d seen in a large artbook once. Had he really done despicable things to Neveah? It was almost impossible to believe.

“I’ve asked for the honor of General Constantin’s presence,” said Shalarra, gesturing to where a slender man in black leather armor stood, his helm under one arm, his face pinched and hard like that of an eagle’s head carved from granite. “He leads our forces at the base of the tower, and I asked that he make a report so that you can appreciate the state of our affairs. With him is his most trusted captain, Hawke.”

“General,” I said, trying to sound confident and relaxed but managing anything but. Had I really gone from plowing Valeria to standing before the glitterati of Bastion in less than fifteen minutes? It felt surreal.

“Savior Noah,” said the general, his voice soft, his flinty eyes boring into mine. Captain Hawke stood by his side, his red hair cut close, his face angular and his eyes gleaming as he studied me.

“I’ve also assembled a number of notable scholars as promised who can educate you on the nature of the Qlipoth spheres through which you’ll have to travel,” continued Shalarra. “It’s imperative that you choose your path early on so that you can best prepare for your voyage; each sphere is distinct from the others, and what you shall face will depend on which path you choose.”

“Thank you,” I said. The weight of all the stares was starting to make me uncomfortable. Should I have brought a notebook? How was I going to remember all this?

“But first I thought it wise to explore the nature of your own position, and the reasoning behind why all saviors must choose five companions, and the consequences of those choices. Toward that end I shall open our conference. Will you please take a seat?”

Almost I demurred. Something told me to stay on my feet. But what reasonable excuse could I give for refusing her? So I pulled out the closest chair around the great table and sat. 

The others then did the same, and soon some fifty men and women were gathered around the table. There were guards around the circumference of the room, I saw; easily thirty of them, all of the griffin mark.

“The savior is called upon by Kether to journey to Lilith’s realm and there slay her, returning the tree of life to is vibrant, true nature. This you know, of course.” Shalarra remained standing, her thighs against the table, her hands resting lightly upon its surface. “Yet no savior comes into the role complete and possessing all of the requisite faculties with which to execute this quest. How could they? The men and women who are summoned by Kether are mortals, exemplars sure of our species but no matter how gifted they are but men and women.”

I nodded to show that I was following. That described me to a T, minus of course the ‘exemplar’ part.

“Each savior must choose five companions and bond with them, said bond being a union that transcends the physical even as it is initiated by the act of making love. Now. When you were summoned into the arena downstairs we tested you in the Crucible, do you remember?”

Again I nodded. It wasn’t that long ago, I wanted to add, but kept my mouth shut.

“You passed the test, and two symbols appeared above your head. The World, and the Magus. All saviors are marked by two symbols, one of them always being The World, for that is the savior’s sign. The second symbol however is one of many containing a wand, the symbol of the will, of the spirit. It is with that wand that the savior penetrates his companions - be he a man or a woman - and in doing so bonds with them.”

“I - wait.” I glanced around nervously, hating to interrupt. “All saviors penetrate their companions with a wand, which is a symbol of their will power?”

“Yes,” said Shalarra. “Whether male or female, the wand represents the savior’s drive, the passion in their soul. Yet your symbol was no mere wand, but that of the Magus. A great and powerful symbol, it is associated with skill, logic, and intellect. The Magus is the bridge between the world of the spirit and the world of humanity. The perfect vessel for Kether, for he takes his power from the universe and channels it into his own body and through that into the physical plane. At his feet lie the four other grand symbols: the sword, the cup, the coin, and the wand. These represent his balanced use of mind, heart, body and soul.”

“That… that doesn’t sound like me,” I said, and was rewarded by a few nervous laughs. 

Shalarra’s smile was tolerant. “Not yet, perhaps. But none of the other nine saviors manifested the Magus. What this tells me is that you are our last and greatest chance, Noah. You have the ability to take the power of the universe and manifest your desires. You can apply your skill, talent, and initiative to accomplish your goals. You can create success, producing miracles against all odds.”

“Great,” I said. I really didn’t mean to be quippy, but I honestly didn’t know what else to say. It was pretty unnerving, having everybody stare at me with such fervor.

“Yet you are only setting out on your journey. As auspicious as your symbols may be, they require that you choose your companions wisely so that you may grow into the savior you are meant to be. They will help you fulfill that potential by lending your their strength. As your bond with your companions deepens over time, their various strengths will flow into you, making you far more than you were before.”

I sat up. “So - you’re saying I’ll get power from them?”

“Of a sort, yes. Each companion will gift you with a unique ability, will enhance you in a different manner. One may improve your physical condition, another open you to the ability to cast magic, a third provide you with a stronger will or deeper understanding of battle and tactics. Who you shall become depends completely on whom you choose as your companions, and thus perhaps why the first nine saviors failed.”

“And, uh, can I tell what I’m getting from whom?”

“Yes,” said Shalarra. “There are tests that indicate how you are growing. It has only been days since you bonded with your first companion, so that influence is as of yet minimal, but over time, especially as you deepen your bond, that influence will grow. Do you wish for us to evaluate your strengths as you stand now?”

I glanced around nervously. “Ah - what does that entail?”

“Nothing painful, I assure you. A savior who has passed three trials already has nothing to fear. But stand, and I shall cast the evocation that shall reveal your current strengths.”

I rose to my feet. Everyone continued to stare at me. I felt the pinpricks of sweat beading my brow. Couldn’t this have been a little more private?

Shalarra extended her hands toward me and began to call out in a language I didn’t understand, but which sounded vaguely familiar for a reason I couldn’t place. Her words rose in intensity and power, and the spheres carved into the table slowly began to glow, each its own dull hue. When all had lit, Shalarra paused.

“Place your hands on the table,” she said. “You should find two indentations before you.”

She was right. There were two hand-shaped grooves in the stone. I did as I was bid, and startled as my hands were immediately outlined in white light.

“Ah,” breathed Shalarra, and for the first time everyone looked away from me and what was going on across the table. The spheres were lighting up with different intensities of light. 

“There are five categories in which any man or woman can be measured,” said Shalarra, gaze shifting from sphere to sphere. “Will. Physical perfection. Magical potential. Social graces, and integrity. Let us see how you score.”

I tried to make sense of the different levels of luminescence, but it meant nothing to me.

“Over the centuries a system has been worked out to measure the strength of each category,” said Shalarra. “A rubric that quantifies the intangible on a scale of one to a hundred. Marcus?”

A young man in deep blue robes opened a sack and drew forth five clear crystals, each as large as my hand and with thin lines of gold etched into their sides. These he set on the table and then pushed carefully into place within certain spheres. The crystals lit up, and a glow filled them from the base, rising like a thermostat.

“Physical is at eighteen. Will… will is at thirty seven.” This caused a stir. “Magical potential… five. Social graces… seven. And integrity…” He shifted over, examining the last crystal. “Thirty two.”

Shalarra made a curt chopping motion with her hand, and the glow faded away. She smiled. “You are surprisingly advanced in will and integrity. Less so with your social abilities and magical potential, though I imagine your capacity for magic was zero before you bonded with Imogen.”

I was fascinated and a bit crushed. My social graces were seven out of a hundred? I sat back down.

“These will rise as you grow more attuned to your companions. As you can see, there is a lot of room for growth. You must rise to the highest levels before you may become the Kadamata, the ultimate version of yourself.”

The very prospect was wearying. “A long way to go.”

“But a worthy destination. A Kadamata who bonds with all five companions unleashes the blessings of Kether upon his group. Each member fulfills their potential, and the emotional bonds between the Kadamata and his partners blossoms into the deepest of passionate love. His companions will also come in time to recognize the beauty within each other’s souls, and forge their own… bonds as well. But you won’t get there if you pick the wrong companions.” Her tone had grown sharp. “Now that you understand how critical it is that you grow to your fullest self, you have to see why we are concerned with your choice of companions.”

I sat back. “This about Imogen and Neveah?”

Shalarra nodded. “If you introduce the wrong elements to a savior, he will grow, but not in the way he should. I’ve assembled these notables so that you may listen to reason. You are far too impressionable right now, Noah. Your will and integrity may seem high, but they fall far short of what is needed to resist corruption.”

“I thought we’d already dealt with this,” I said, voice growing tight with nerves and anger. “I thought you’d agree to respect my decision.”

“I’d hoped the trial would show you the error of your ways. Somehow you passed it despite all logic. Which is why I must now beseech you to see reason. Anyone here will explain why you cannot risk your potential on these women. Please, Noah. Let our wisdom guide you.”

Taniel rose to his feet, lips pursed, gaze cast downward as if in thought. “It can be hard for one to admit they’ve made a mistake. One’s tendency is to dig in your heels and deny that any error was made. But please, Noah. We want only the best for you and the universe. We ask this for your sake. Trust us. We know these women with which you deal. Master Grunwin can attest to how unsuitable Imogen is, and I can personally attest to how foul and corrupted the fiend known as Neveah has become. Turn them over to us. Seek new companions. There is yet time.”

I stood. “This was all an ambush, wasn’t it? A setup. You all never had an intention of letting me choose my own companions. You approve as long as I choose whom you want, is that it? How does that make me the savior, if I only get to do what you pick?”

Shalarra’s expression hardened. “There is nothing wrong with receiving guidance, Noah.”

“There is when I don’t agree with it. When I don’t want it. I’m doing what I think is right. I was picked by Kether, not you. Not any of you! Worse, I bet the previous nine saviors all did as you wanted, and how far did they get?”

“Noah,” said Shalarra. “I ask you one last time. Please. Reconsider your choices.”

“No,” I said. I was so wound up I wanted to puke. “We’ve passed our trials. We’re doing what we have to do.” My voice was shaking but I forced the words out anyways. “Don’t get in my way.”

Shalarra sighed and looked at Taniel, who gave a sad nod to General Constantin.

The general rose to his feet and made a gesture. The thirty guards stepped away from the wall and drew their blades.

I whipped around, knocking my chair over in my alarm, and grabbed onto the side of the table. “You’re kidding me. You can’t do this. I’m the fucking savior!”

“Were,” said Shalarra. “You’ve shown yourself to be unfit. Please place Shard on the table. You’re not worthy of it.”

I drew Shard and held it before me with both hands. Those seated closest to me rose hastily and backed away, making room for the guards to close.

Thirty of them. There was no way I could beat them all. My palms were slick with sweat. At least I had the table at my back to limit there -

A dozen of the guards leaped up onto the table and began to stalk toward me. 

Fuck!

I whipped around and backed away from the table, sword held out before me. What could I do? I could vaguely sense Valeria and Imogen, but they were so far away. I was alone. I’d walked into this trap without a care in the world.

Captain Hawke was watching with a bleak expression. Anger? Sorrow? Chagrin? I couldn’t read it, but I sensed he disapproved.

“Put down your blade,” said General Constantin, moving toward me. He’d not drawn his own weapon. “The Griffin Guard is elite. They will disarm you without difficulty, but there is a chance someone might be needlessly hurt. Cease this foolishness.”

They guards had tightened the cordon around me. A forest of swords were pointed at me from all directions. 

I remembered Sensei Rocco’s advice. We’d done free form combat drills called ‘Round Robins’ where one person had stood in a circle and been attacked from all sides by everyone else. Don’t try to watch everyone at once. You can’t. Instead, relax and stare in one direction, and be alert. When an attack comes, you’ll sense it, and then you’ll react.

I took a deep, shaky breath and forced myself to stand still. I held the blade like Valeria had shown me, point up, hilt centered and at my waist. 

Thirty of them. This was madness. I couldn’t win.

A memory flashed through my mind. The stranger, black arrow nocked and pointed at my heart.

They were close enough now that any one of them could have lunged in and attacked me. Close enough that they’d had to form two ranks, the second several yards behind the first and spread out.

I couldn’t punch free. I couldn’t do anything. I gritted my teeth and fought to keep my breath calm. 

I didn’t do so hot.

Everything happened at once. A guard stepped in and chopped at my blade. I threw up a wild block, swinging with desperate strength, and was immediately clobbered from behind just as I sensed someone step in. My vision exploded into bright flashes of silver and red and I dropped to one knee.

My sword was swept out of my hand. Instead of rising I threw myself into a forward roll and crashed into a forest of legs. Someone fell upon me, and then something hit my temple and the world spun and somehow I was on my back, spread eagled and trying to blink some sense into the fragments of the ceiling that kept dancing about each other.

A sword was pressed to my throat.

General Constantin appeared above me, Taniel by his side. The old councilor shook his head sadly. “Bind him,” he said. “Then take him down to the prison. Cell seventeen should do nicely.”

“You bastard,” I said, my tongue thick in my mouth. “You fucking bastard!”

“Yes, yes, get it out of your system now. I heard, of course, of your plans to bring ‘justice’ to me. Justice without a trial is still revenge, you know.”

The ringing in my ears was starting to subside. “What about my trial?”

“You just had it, my dear boy, and were convicted by all.”

Shalarra stepped up alongside him. “What a pity. Such potential.”

“There will be another,” said Taniel. “I’m sure of it.”

“An eleventh?” asked Shalarra.

“We have Shard. We’ll fashion a savior if none is summoned by Kether. But enough. Guards, take this wretch away.”

Hands gripped my wrists and hauled me up, and then my arms were yanked behind my back and there tied with stiff cord. I wanted to yell something, to curse them, but a sense of futility gripped me by the throat. What threats could I make that wouldn’t make them laugh? 

I was shoved and sent nearly sprawling. I barely regained my balance and then was shoved again. Stumbling and tripping I was forced toward the door. At the last I wrenched around, and fixed my eyes upon Shalarra. 

She stood, chin raised, eyes wide, face bloodless. As if she were stunned by her own temerity. The scholars and other ‘notables’ were a formless mass behind her. 

I went to shout something at her, but even this final dignity was taken from me. A guard’s leather glove slammed into my mouth and I fell to the ground, only to feel myself hauled up by the arms and dragged out the door. 

My fury melted away as I realized where they were taking me. The fate that lay in store for me far, far below.

The same prison in which Neveah had been nearly driven mad.


Chapter 17

 


 

The prison was as dank and dark and awful as I recalled. I tried once to break free of my guards, but they only laughed, seemingly glad for the excuse to batter me down to the ground. 

I’d always heard about how much it sucked to be hit in the kidneys. But when one of the guards slammed his boot into my lower back, I completely locked up. It felt like I was suddenly massively constipated, stunned, and wanting to cry but without being able to squeeze out a tear.

Suffice to say it took the fight out of me, and I worked on simply getting my breath back for the rest of the way to my cell.

The door was familiar. I looked up blearily and realized why. Neveah’s cell. Was she here? No. They threw open the door and tossed me inside. I hit the ground hard, rolled, tried to rise to my feet and sagged back down again.

“C’mon,” said one of the guards. “Who’s first?”

“What?” I managed to get to all fours. “Who…?”

A young man entered the cell. He was dressed in fine clothing, a sword at his hip, his hair done up in a crimson pompadour that I’d have ridiculed were it not for the sadistic smile on his face.

“Hello, savior,” he said, crouching before me. “Aw, you feeling a little roughed up? That’s too bad. Want me to call your mommy?”

As much as I hate to admit it, his words stung. Maybe I’d normally have been able to shrug them off, but I was scraping rock bottom here, and to have someone mock me so cruelly to my face? My eyes teared up with outrage and fury and I fought to rise to my feet.

“Here, let me help,” said pompadour, gripping my elbow and lifting me to my feet. “There. Better?”

Before I could even think of a response he punched me straight across the jaw. My head snapped back. I staggered, lost my balance, and crashed to the wet floor.

“Damnit!” I saw him shake out his hand and then shove it under his armpit. “That fucking hurt!”

“You hit him in the jaw?” This voice was a lazy drawl. “Idiot. Never hit bone on bone. You break a knuckle?”

The blow hadn’t been a bad one; I moved my jaw from side to side and rose unsteadily to my feet again.

“Maybe. Gah. What a waste. Fine. Your turn.”

A second stranger entered the cell. He was dressed in stately blues and grays, his face clean shaven, black hair slicked back so that it shone like the carapace of a beetle. “Hello, Noah. Not so high and mighty now, are you?”

“Who are you guys?” I asked, stepping away to gain some distance.

“Us? We’re nobodies. Just Aspirants who never had a chance because you only had eyes for the girls. Just a few assholes who’ve spent the past six months training as hard as we fucking can only to learn we’re not even making the cut.”

I laughed. “You wanted me to fuck you?”

The man’s face darkened. “We wanted to help save the universe. And we’ve paid good coin to have a little time alone with you, asshole. Time for a little payback.”

“Fine,” I said. “As long as you don’t try to slip me some tongue.”

The man let out a bark of rage and slid forward. I fell into a sloppy fighting stance and reflexively blocked his first punch, a straight jab. I slapped away the next three or four, but my back was all seized up, my head ringing, the light poor, and finally a punch broke through and thudded right up into my stomach.

I gagged and bent over, and then the back of my head exploded into white light and I hit the ground. A boot cracked across my temple and I rolled onto my back with a groan.

“Hey,” called a stern voice. “Enough. That’s all you paid for. Next.”

“Next?” I said, voice slurry. “How many…?”

The man who entered was clearly nervous, casting several glances back at the guards, and then before I could rise he ran forward and unleashed a flurry of kicks into my ribs. I cried out and curled up into a ball, trying to block the blows with my arms. The toe of his boot slammed into my shoulder, my sides, and once off my head, until the man cried out in pain. 

“Argh! My fucking toe!”

“Another idiot,” said the guard. “Honestly, I don’t blame him for not picking you lot.”

“Shut up!” The nervous guy got right in the guard’s face. “You can’t talk to me like that -”

I heard a scuffle, then a cry of outrage.

“Next,” said the guard.

Fuck. I dug deep, fought for strength, and pushed myself to my feet. I was throbbing all over, it hurt to breathe, my pulse pounded in my head. The next guy to enter the cell was large, built like a linebacker, his head shaved, his eyes small and almost hidden beneath glowering brows. He raised his fists and grinned.

“Hello Noah.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I said, trying for bravado. My only other option was to cry. 

He moved forward and toyed with me. That’s the only way to put it. Soft jabs, open hand slaps across the face. I did my damned best to block, even threw some punches of my own, but I was a wreck. 

Finally he simply thrust his hand through my guard, grabbed the tunic and kicked my feet out from under me. I fell to my knees, held up only by his grip, and looked up at him in the gloom. It was like looking up the face of a cliff. He raised his fist, and I swear it looked the size of a ham, and then blasted it down into my face with shocking speed, once, twice, three times. 

My nose crunched. My vision exploded and it felt like I was being thrown head first through one sheet of glass after another. 

I fell onto my side. My thoughts wouldn’t come together. I felt a sense of urgency but couldn’t do anything about it. Pain. My body was slowly turning into a constellation of agony. 

Still, I’d be damned if I just lay there and took it. I pawed at the ground, looking for purchase, and then righted myself. Brow to the cold floor, I gathered my strength. Thought of Emma, of Imogen, Valeria, Neveah. 

Neveah. 

She’d spent six months down here. I’d been in this cell for little over five minutes.

I growled, low and in the back of my throat. The guard called something out. Someone else began to make his way toward me.

Fury erupted from my core, and with a scream I lurched to my feet and threw myself at the stranger. 

Who cried out in panic and fought to wrestle me off. I latched onto him, unable to make out any details, and lunged forward and bit hard into something soft and springy.

Blood filled my mouth and I tore my head back.

Screams.

I staggered, spat something fleshy into the darkness, then my nuts exploded into white hot agony.

I wheezed, hovered over the ground a for a moment, unable to even fall, then toppled over, hands between my legs.

The blows came fast and hard from then on, from all directions. I tucked my chin but I couldn’t move. Couldn’t defend myself. I don’t know how long this lasted. My awareness withdrew to a pinpoint, a flicker of consciousness, and then something hit me square in the face and everything went dark.

 

Waking up wasn’t a pleasant experience. It felt like slowly being dipped into an acid bath, my awareness recoiling from the aches and throbbing bruises that littered my body. Worse, somebody had set live coals atop my shoulders, and they burned with a wrenching agony that made me moan as I came to.

My left eye was swollen shut, my right little better, but I quickly realized that no, nobody was building a barbeque atop of me, rather I was manacled to the wall like Neveah had been. Hanging forward for who knew how long had twisted the crap out of my shoulder joints and left my arms completely numb. It took serious effort to straighten and lean back against the wall, and the pain was such that I could only wheeze helplessly as tears brimmed in my eyes.

When I finally rested my head against the wall, I realized that the door was opening. Everything seemed to be coming to me from several hundred yards away, filtered through pain and bewilderment and exhaustion. Had it been the sound of the door opening that roused me?

Either way, torch light flooded into the cell, and I saw the guards push someone ahead of them. I knew who it was before I saw their face, however, could sense them like a bright dark flame before me: Imogen.

My heart sank.

Her glasses were gone. Her dress was ripped and half her skirt burnt away, revealing her bloodied stockings. Her face was bruised, her hair in disarray, and the guards dragged her over to the wall across from me and there closed the manacles about her ankles and wrists so that she was suspended six inches above the floor.

“Pretty one, isn’t she?” said one of the guards. Why did he sound nervous?

“Not my type,” said the second. “I prefer my women curvaceous and with plenty to hold onto.”

“Well, this one is plenty my type,” said the first guard. He laughed. “Something about the severe look, you know? Reminds me of a teacher I once had. Used to whip the hell out of me until she realized I enjoyed it. I’ve always looked for that type after. Always enjoyed whipping ‘em back.”

The second guard took a step away and turned to regard his companion as if for the first time. “You’re a twisted like fuck, aren’t you Guillarm?”

“That I am,” said Guillarm without an ounce of shame. “But we’ve all got our little hang ups, don’t we? What do you think? There a chance I could have some alone time with this one?”

“Put your cock in my mouth,” said Imogen, voice flat and bored as if she were ordering medication over the phone. “So I can bite it off at the root.”

Both guards recoiled. 

“Better yet,” she continued, “slide it in one of my holes. Sure I’m wearing a collar, but that only prevents me from casting magic outside myself. Within my body I’m still a levenbolt practitioner of the 5th Circle. I’ll electrocute your balls off.”

“By the Source she’s a messed up cunt,” said Guillarm. “Will you listen to her?”

“Why you think she’s down here?” asked the second. “For her charm? Best you leave her alone.”

“I don’t need to stick nothing inside her to get off,” said the first. “All I want is to whip her a little. Me old hand can do the rest. How about it? Give me half an hour with her?”

“Whip her,” I said, “and I swear by Kether and the Source and anything else you hold dear that I’ll cut your throat.”

The guards spun around in shock and I saw Imogen narrow her eyes as she tried to focus on me in the gloom.

“Ha,” said Guillarm. He gave a nervous chuckle. “Big words from chained up man.”

“I’m chained up now,” I said. “But I was chosen by Kether. You know this. I’m the savior, and I’ll get free. And when I do, everyone who acted against me and mine will pay.”

Neither guard spoke.

“You going to risk it?” I asked. “Going to risk your soul?”

“You can tell they just got in here, can’t you?” asked the second guard. “They’re all chatty and uppity. Couple of weeks from now they’ll be begging for us to screw the other one over in exchange for a drink of water.”

“Might as well begin their education now, don’t you think?” Guillarm grinned. He had the face of a French bulldog, all jowls and squished up nose. “It’ll make this twice as enjoyable if you have to watch. C’mon Ravere. Give me a little time with them.”

“All right,” said the second. “But no permanent damage, you hear? Don’t want Taniel flaying us both for messing with his property.”

“Word of honor,” said Guillarm, drawing a coiled whip from his belt. “Now if you’ll excuse me?”

Ravere stepped outside and closed the door.

“Listen to me you sick fuck,” I said, but then he unspooled his whip and gave it a practice crack, snapping it out in the air before him. My whole body was shaking, the pain mixing with the nausea so that I felt like I was going to be sick. “Don’t you fucking do it.”

“Do what?” asked Guillarm. “Touch your little companion? I heard she was damaged goods. You pulled her out of the library against all common sense. That she’s corrupted. Shoulda put her down like a dog, is what I heard. Well. Nobody’ll mind if I teach her a little discipline, will they?”

And with that he turned and flicked his wrist. I couldn’t follow the path of his whip but Imogen stiffened with muffled grunt as the fabric across her stomach was slit as if by a razor.

I was shaking harder. My hands were only now starting to come back to life, a thousand white hot pins sinking into my flesh over and over again while my shoulders throbbed with pain. “Guillarm, huh? You look like a dog. You know that? A kind of dog we breed where I’m from that can’t even breathe right ‘cause its nose is pushed into its head. A stupid little snuffling dog that -”

“This is going to be good,” said Guillarm. “I can see you really like her. How about this. Repeat what I say, and I promise to leave her alone. Deal?”

I hung there, unsure. I felt like an ant looking up at a massive middle schooler holding a magnifying glass. 

“Say, ‘I Noah, former savior of Kether, am a whiny little ass-sucking piece of shit.’”

“Don’t bother,” said Imogen, voice lifeless. “Don’t play his game.”

“Why not try it?” asked Guillarm. “I swear it by Kether and the tree of life and all I hold sacred. There. Why not give it a go?”

I tried to lick my lips, but my tongue was as dry as lizard skin. “I Noah, savior of Kether, am a whiny little ass-sucking shit.”

“Close enough,” said Guillarm. “Now say, ‘And do hereby admit that Guillarm has complete power over me, and am his pathetic little shit-puppet.’”

Anger roiled deep in my gut, but the whip in his hand made it worth trying. I repeated his words back to him, a sensation of dull, hideous anger and humiliation burning through me.

“Last thing,” he said. “And this is just for fun. Say: ‘I want Guillarm to whip the shit out of that little slut. I want him to make her dance and scream, and if he does I promise to cum in my pants over and over again.’” He grinned. “Say that, and I’ll leave the cell right away.”

“Fuck you,” I said. “Go to hell and die.”

Guillarm clucked his tongue. “Close, but not quite right.” He whipped his arm around and the whip cracked, curling across Imogen’s chest, slashing open her black shirt. She grunted, a deep, animal sound, but didn’t cry out.

“A challenge,” said Guillarm. “I like that. I wonder. If I hit the same spot over and over again, will that make you scream? I can, you know. I’ve practiced with this thing for so many hours I’ve lost count. I can carve words into your flesh if I’ve a mind to. Shall I carve ‘slut’ across your face? Deep enough to scar?”

I threw myself against my manacles, but it was a pathetic attempt. Not only were my constraints made of solid iron and bolted to a stone wall, but I was weak and capable of little more than empty threats and puking.

Guillarm drew the whip back in slowly, running it through his fingers and then holding their tips up the torchlight. They showed red. 

“You know, it’s a solitary business, being twisted as I am.” He drew the whip back. “It’s hard to find others who have the same penchant for punishing others, and in truth, I’d hoped to meet more like me here in the dungeons, but it’s been tough going.”

With a crack he snapped the whip forward again, and this time Imogen let out a strained grunt as she spasmed against her restraints. 

“Still, this is as understanding an environment as I can hope to find,” said Guillarm. “People are wont to turn a blind eye to my proclivities as long as I ignore their little foibles in turn. It’s quite chummy around here, even if I must labor alone in the dark.”

I stared at him, feeling heavy and useless and impotent with rage. How could I get through to him? He was too smart to be tricked. Surprisingly so. Too sunken into his perversion to be dissuaded. If anything, the harder I tried, the more he’d enjoy the experience. Perhaps Imogen was right. The best thing was to deny him any emotional response. Starve his monstrous appetite.

So I closed my eyes and let my head hang, much as it killed me to do so.

“Bored already of the entertainments?” asked Guillarm. “Perhaps I have to step it up a notch?”

I didn’t respond. Wait. Was I his true target? 

“She’s your companion, is she not? That means you both have enjoyed each other’s company. How forceful were you with her? Did she take you in her mouth? All the way?”

I clenched my jaw and stayed still.

“Let’s see how talented she is. The handle of my whip must be, oh, nine inches long? Do you think she can take all of it without choking?”

My hands twitched despite my attempt at self-control. With my eyes closed I could sense Imogen across the cell from me. No emotion, but her black flame held still with rigid discipline even as she burned all the brighter. If she could control herself, then so could I.

“Let’s find out then. Open that pretty mouth, my dear. Come on. If you don’t I’ll simply force the handle in and you’ll lose your front teeth. Hmm? No? Then what if I pinch your nose -”

I heard Imogen grunt in protest, the sound of her struggling, and then a gasp which was immediately replaced by a guttural choking. 

“Relax, relax, the more you fight it the harder it will be.” Guillarm’s voice had grown tense with his own heavy emotion. “There. That has to be - six inches? Let’s try for seven - move your damn tongue -”

The choking sounds grew worse. I twisted in my manacles, hands opening and closing as I yearned for a blade, to break free, to explode across the room and tear Guillarm’s throat out.

“Eight - look at that, I can see the handle moving down inside your throat -”

Someone pounded on the iron door, an officious, curt knock. I raised my head, eyes opening, and saw Guillarm step back from Imogen who gasped for air, heaving desperately for breath, eyes wild as she glared at Guillarm’s back. He stepped into the center of the room, rapidly coiling the whip, but not quickly enough.

The door opened and Taniel stepped inside, a ball of clear blue light hovering over his shoulder and giving him an eldritch, haunting aspect. The senator paused, brow quirking down as he glanced from Imogen to Guillarm and his half hidden whip. For a second hope surged in my chest. Hope that Taniel would punish our jailor, cast him down, but instead he simply nodded toward the door.

“Help your fellow bring the others in. Bind them, then leave us.”

In my rage and focus on Imogen I’d not noticed Valeria’s own presence drawing close. She was dragged in, head hanging low, her knuckles bloodied, her blond hair matted with blood from a gash across his scalp. 

Neveah was brought in next. A gag had been tied cruelly over her mouth, her hands bound behind her, ankles similarly bound, and when she caught sight of Taniel she screamed, a muffled sound of hatred and terror, her whole body vibrating as she thrashed against the guards’ grip. 

Pain tore through my chest. This was my fault. My stupid, sophomoric fumbling’s at ‘justice’ had brought us here. If I’d unleashed Neveah we’d not be here. Taniel would be dead. We’d be - I didn’t know where we’d be, but not here, bound, helpless, at this monster’s mercy.

“Very good,” said Taniel, standing by the door so that he could observe us all. Neveah and Valeria were bound to the wall across from him, Valeria still unconscious, Neveah heaving for breath as she fought her manacles, struggling against them without pausing for even a moment.

“Now.” Taniel smiled broadly, as if we were all sitting down to dinner together to plan a camping trip. “This is unexpected. And disappointing of course, in that I’d wished everything had progressed as I’d originally hoped, but here we are, with precious little time to make amends.”

He paused and watched Neveah struggle desperately before wagging his finger at her. “Come, my dear. You of all people should know how strong those manacles are. You’re wasting your time. Relax.”

Neveah screamed at him again, that inchoate, muffled shriek of denial and fury, and Taniel sighed. “I’d hoped to delay doing this, build up to it, as it were, but if you insist…”

He spoke a word of power, and the collar around Neveah’s neck glowed blue. Her body went rigid, every muscle going taut, and then she collapsed, head hanging down, and went still.

“There,” said Taniel. “Now I can focus a little better. We don’t have much time, actually: only some eight hours until the next trial must be assayed. Of course we’re lining up a new candidate, who shall carry Shard and enter with four ‘companions’ to attempt to complete the trial and pick up where you left off, but nobody is very hopeful of that working. Instead, most likely we’ll have to send another scout out into the remaining worlds to find the new savior, bring them back, educate them, and start all over again.”

He rubbed at one eye. “A frankly wearying proposition. What with our defenses nearly overrun below, I’m not sure if we have the time. Which is why I’m here, talking to you, Noah. There’s still a chance for you to resume your quest.”

I glared at him. 

“No comment? Fair enough. We still want you to proceed. Your symbols after all are remarkably potent, and you’ve passed three trials already. However, you know our reservations against two of your companions. Agree to cut Imogen and Neveah from your team, and we’ll supply you with exemplary replacements for you to proceed with. What do you say?”

“Fuck you.”

“Yes, yes. You’ve already proved quite attached to them, no real surprise there. Of course, I could simply kill them and make the decision for you. I’d rather not. I doubt you want to see them dead either. Wouldn’t it be better for everyone involved if you simply disavowed them now? Imogen could return to the library, and Neveah, well.”

He considered Neveah where she hung. “She and I have a little history already. And with her so miraculously healed, we could rediscover our relationship. You would simply have to put her out of your mind.”

“Fuck you,” I growled.

“Of course, if you didn’t want to consign her to a life in prison we could agree to have her killed instead. A merciful release…? No? No. Well.” Taniel smooth down his beard. “I have seven hours in which to change your mind. Seven hours in which to do anything and everything within my power to make you agree with me. Are you quite sure you wish to undergo this experience?”

Fury and pain went a long way toward help me keep my resolve, but I’d be a liar if I said I didn’t feel a pang of terror. There was nobody I could appeal to. Nothing I could say that would stay Taniel’s hand short of acquiescence. What was worse, I knew he enjoyed this. Could see the sick gleam in his eye. I doubt he’d be terribly disappointed if I gave him cause to execute his torture plans.

“I’m the savior,” I said. “Kether chose me. I’ve passed the trials. You’ve no grounds to get in my way.”

“Oh, but I do. This all might seem… well. Rather crude and unsightly, but it’s in service of the greater good. I do what I must for the best outcome. To save the universe. You’ve become a threat, Noah, by allowing corruption into your system. I am but the doctor who must root it out. Carve it out. And though the process be painful, in the long term all shall benefit from it.”

“You’re just a twisted sick fuck,” I said. I only wished my voice didn’t quaver as I said it.

“Perhaps. Perhaps I am. But I’ve made my peace with that. Especially since what I do is sanctioned by our government and done for the greater good. Now. Let us see. How shall we begin?”

I stared at him, dull eyed, mind empty as terror filled me. The moment had come. Taniel tapped his lips as he considered Imogen, Neveah, Valeria, then me. 

“One of your companions, obviously. And with only Imogen being alert, my choice is made.”

“Don’t,” I rasped.

Imogen shrank back against the wall as Taniel stepped up before her. 

“You know, in the privacy of this cell I’m not loath to admit that you had some very good ideas, my dear. Researching the enemy. Learning their tools. I myself have done a little of the very same. And this, perhaps, is the appropriate time to share with you what I’ve learned.”

Imogen’s face had gone as white as ivory. She pressed her head back against the wall, eyes wide. “You’ve learned Hexen magic?”

“Some. Why? Did you truly think you were the first?”

I jerked at my manacles. “You fucking hypocrite!”

“Now now,” said Taniel. “I’ve the experience and power to control the magics I’ve learned. Nor am I joining my essence with the savior. But enough. I’m going to employ a spell used by the ‘Obscene Ones’ of Gomaliel. It really is quite awful. Even Neveah never managed to grow accustomed to it.”

“Don’t,” whispered Imogen. 

Taniel pulled up his voluminous sleeve, revealing a lurid tattoo of dark greens and crimsons. From my angle I couldn’t make out what was depicted.

“The sensation you are about to experience are quite violently invasive. I’ve been told that it feels like a rat forcing its way inside you through one of your orifices, and then burrowing under your skin. Are we ready?”

“Please,” said Imogen. “Please don’t do this.”

“Bastard!” I screamed, throwing myself against my manacles in a paroxysm of helpless fury. “You bastard!”

“Give the word,” said Taniel, looking over his shoulder at me. “Cut them from your team and I’ll spare her this spell.”

I looked past him to where Imogen was pressed against the wall. She tore her gaze away from Taniel’s arm and looked at me. I saw tears standing in her eyes. Then she clenched her jaw, gulped, and shook her head.

“Then we shall proceed,” said Taniel. “Let me know if you change your mind.”

Should I watch and bear witness or look away and give Imogen some modicum of privacy, a chance to maintain some shred of dignity? I didn’t know. I didn’t know what was right. What I should do. Should I agree with him, spare Imogen this suffering? But that would doom Neveah to returning to his care. I could never do that. But what other option did I have?

Thoughts spinning in a horrific maelstrom, I watched, unable to look away, as Taniel raised his arm. The tattoo writhed. 

He spoke a word of power, and Imogen began to shriek.

 


Chapter 18

 


 

The next few hours were the worst of my life. I thought I’d been through hell already in my trials, but that was nothing compared to being forced to watch people you cared about be tortured. 

Shouting did nothing. Screaming did nothing. Pleading. After about an hour I just begged him to stop, but it always came down to one question: would I submit my team to his will, cast Imogen and Neveah aside, and accept whomever they chose for me?

And each time I came right to the brink, wavered upon the edge of agreeing, and then stepped back. As horrible and grotesque as what was happening to us in this chamber was, it felt more wrong to capitulate. As if some vast and incomprehensible force were pushing against me, urging me to resist. 

Not that he spared me. After the second hour he turned his attentions from the girls to me, and I felt a fleeting moment of relief, of joy, even, that they’d be left alone. It wasn’t heroic of me, more that I couldn’t take their screams any longer.

And then my own started up.

My torment was deceptively simple. It began with invisible rods beating the front of my shins with punishing force. 

I withheld my screams for perhaps ten? maybe twenty seconds? And then I started to cry out, and it only got worse. 

Taniel was gifted with levenbolt. He applied electricity to my body. It felt like my joints were coming apart. 

I screamed so hard I tasted blood in the back of my throat.

Nothing in the world could have prepared me for this. I was ready to agree to anything. Say anything. Even with the others watching me. My body became a panicked animal, desperate to get away from the pain. 

To make it stop.

But each time Taniel asked me to cut Imogen and Neveah free, my mouth would clamp shut. 

Through the pain, through the misery and panic, I sensed something larger than me. Infinitely so. Something so vast I couldn’t comprehend it, much like a flea can’t have any conception of the size of the earth. It was there and silent and observed me, and its very silence had character, a sense of remorse and love and patience and pity.

That silence slowly filled me. As if I were a broken reed being lowered into a pool of cool water. As if I were a void into which it was flowing. Before that presence my pain became, if not lesser, than distant. My panic calmed down. My body flailed and danced, but I was able to watch it as if it belonged to another.

And in that silence I sensed… sparks? Saw the potential for heat? Felt a strange stirring within me, utterly alien, a novel and overwhelming potential that skittered away the more I focused on it. 

As if I’d discovered a bunch of severed wires deep within my soul, wires through which a live current still ran. Felt how dangerous they were. Yet the more I strained to lock in on that feeling, to solidify that image, the further it drew away until was gone.

Finally Taniel stepped back, face drawn into a scowl. “What the hell is wrong with you?” he rasped, and gestured at my stomach.

Pain exploded in my gut as if I’d been hit by a cannon ball. I doubled over as much as my manacles allowed and vomited bile and blood on the floor. I hung there wheezing, but eventually, with incredible effort, I righted myself.

Taniel shook his head in amazement. “I must admit I did not expect this kind of resilience from you. No matter. I shall take a moment to collect my thoughts, send a report to the queen, then we shall resume. I’ve held back thus far. But it is clearly time to escalate the proceedings.”

He hesitated, glanced back at me, then left. The door swung closed with a reverberating boom, and we were left alone in the darkness.

My body was a hot fucking mess. I felt as if I’d been ground into a slurried ruin under Taniel’s heel. Each breath was agony.

“Noah?” Valeria’s voice. 

I couldn’t do much more than grunt. That vast, lunar presence was fading away from me. Leaving me broken and torn without its ennobling influence. 

Nobody spoke. I knew they were all awake. Neveah was still gagged. She’d been mostly left alone. In the darkness, there was nothing to say. Every question felt stupid. Any attempt to plan an escape even more so. Instead, I hung my head, sweat and blood stinging my eyes, and just was. My mind was blank. The pain was constant but it flowed through me. I rode their waves. The throbs. The sharp stabs. The burning. The numbness. 

“Anybody got a cigarette?” I asked. 

Imogen gave a hoarse laugh that tumbled down into a sob and then she went silent.

Taniel’s imminent return was paralyzing. What was worse, I doubted he’d tortured us for as long as it had felt; I could have sworn we’d been abused for over three or four hours, but in reality I bet it was more like one. Which meant there was still aeons of suffering to go.

The door unlocked and guard entered, torch held aloft, Emma by his side.

Had I thought this couldn’t get any worse? Had I thought I’d glimpsed the bottom of this abyss?

“All right,” said Guillarm. “You’ve got a minute to convince him. I’ll be listening from here. Try anything funny and I’ll lock you in here with him and leave you to wait for Taniel.”

Emma hurried over to where I hung. The horror in her expression made me flinch. 

“Noah,” she said. “You have to agree with them. You have to stop this.”

I tried to speak. Words wouldn’t come. 

“This is madness,” she said. “I know you care about them, but they’re just strangers to us. Agree to whatever Taniel says. You have to get out of this cell.”

“Bitch,” muttered Valeria, voice thick with pain.

“Emma…” My voice was a croak. “What…?”

“I told the guard I’d convince you to agree with Taniel. That you’d credit him for the change of mind. If you don’t, Guillarm will give me to Taniel. So now you have to, Noah. If you don’t, I’ll be brought in here, too. You don’t want me to suffer, do you?”

My mind was spinning. I looked past her at where Guillarm stood, nervously gripping the pommel of his short sword. 

“Emma…” It hurt to speak. Each word had a dozen fishhooks affixed to it, hooks that dug into my throat as I tore it free.

“Guillarm,” croaked Imogen. 

“Shut up,” said Guillarm.

“Free me and I’ll do anything you want.” 

I felt like the word was going crazy. Imogen had resisted an hour of horrendous torture, now she was offering herself up to the guard?

“You mad? Think I’m going to steal you away without Taniel’s permission?”

“Make it worth your while,” she croaked. “C’mere. Want show you something.”

“I’m not an idiot,” snapped Guillarm. “No.”

“Come here!” screamed Imogen, voice shattering in the flickering darkness. “Now!”

“Shut your -”

“Come here! Come here!”

Guillarm took three steps toward her, arm raising up to threaten a blow. “If you don’t shut your -”

Emma shrank against me as if in fear, and then her arm snaked up the length of mine, quick as an eel, and she slid a key into the lock and twisted it. Guillarm struck Imogen across the face and turned to glare at Emma. “Away from him!”

“Please, a moment more, I’ll never see him again!”

Guillarm drew his whip. “This is a shit show. Should never have believed you could deliver. Away from him now. I’m taking you to Taniel.”

“No!” Emma clung to me. She fairly vibrated with tension, and I willed her to place the key in my hand, something, anything.

Guillarm raised his arm and Emma bowed her head. “Very well,” she said. 

“Out. Now.”

She tore herself away from me and slunk out of the cell without looking back. Guillarm looked at the rest of us with a sneer. “Don’t you worry. She’ll be back soon enough.” And then he left as well.

“Did it work?” asked Imogen.

“You saw?” I worked my arm free of the manacle and it flopped down to my side, dead and numb as if every tendon had been cut. I tried to wriggle my fingers: nothing.

“She flashed me the key,” said Imogen. “Did she…?”

“Yes,” I said. “Only one arm. She took the key with her.”

“Brave,” said Valeria. “Beyond brave. We’ll have to make it work.”

“How?” I asked. This one small advantage filled me with despair. “Taniel never gets close enough for me to grab him.”

“You’ll have to think of something,” said Valeria. “It’s our only hope.”

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath, steadying myself. Centering my will. This was it. Everything counted on my being able to defeat Taniel while still bound to the wall with only one hand. 

Despair? Not an option.

“Sure,” I whispered. “Don’t worry. I got this.”

I focused on moving my fingers, then my hand, then finally flexing my arm. The pain was outrageous, but par for the course at this point. Lifting my arm felt like an impossibility, but when I heard the door begin to grind open I yanked my hand back inside the manacle and worked it mostly shut with my fingers.

Taniel stepped inside, and with a snap of his fingers the torches set along the walls flared to life.

“Thus far I’ve focused on your bodies,” he said. “Usually that’s sufficient to break a person’s will, but you lot seem to be particularly stubborn. So now I’ll instead move to breaking your minds directly. I must admit to having less finesse with these magics, but they are effective.”

“You might as well start on me,” I said. “I’m not going to change my mind as it is. So get on with it and break my will. If you can.”

“Bravado. I like it. After all you’ve been through, no less. A pity we had to take this route. You would have been a splendid beast, carrying our hopes to Lilith. As is, the cure might be worse than the disease. I promise to try not to ruin your essence as I reshape your will. But I make no guarantees. Shall we begin?”

Before I could say something sufficiently smart ass my mind was seized by fingers of force. I screamed and reared back. It felt as my thoughts were being pried apart. Each finger a blazing migraine burrowing into my brain. 

Where was that damn lunar presence? That vast awareness that had shielded me before?

Not here. 

Not anymore.

I was alone.

I could hear myself screaming, but it seemed to come from another room. My mind was falling apart. I could feel attachments snap. Associations be stretched to their breaking point.

I fought back. I gathered my sense of self. Desperately I brought up memories like shields. A flash of my riding my bicycle down the slide, a crazy stunt from middle school that had resulted in my breaking an arm to everyone’s cheers. Of seeing Emma and Michael kiss for the first time. Discovering Dungeons and Dragons. 

I threw each memory before the invasive force, only to see them tossed aside. I was like an old barn being battered by ten hurricanes at once. 

There was no way I could last.

An image.

A bunch of severed wires, deep in my core. 

That sense of current swirling around them, of stillness, of potential. 

Sparks.

I reached for them. It felt like plunging my hand into clear, fast flowing water. No visible sense of its speed, but the pressure around my hand - no, my will - was immediate.

I reached, dove deep. Could feel the ramparts of my mind being torn asunder above me. Those ten fingers seeking me. My essence. Digging down into the depths of my mind.

I closed my fist around the wires. They were fully charged up. I couldn’t see what they were attached to, where they came from. They dove even deeper into the essence of my being, down into a golden glowing region that I couldn’t even look at directly.

The fingers of pain went to close around me.

I twisted, wrested the wires up, felt their power crackle, come alive.

I opened my eyes. Taniel stood before me, perhaps six yards away, both hands outstretched toward me, his tattoos writhing forward to cover his bared skin like an oil slick.

I tore my hand free of my manacle and reached for him.

I saw confusion and surprise furrow his brow, and then the power, that potential, that mysterious current burst forth from my fingertips in a riot of scalding electric arcs and fell upon his body.

Taniel screamed.

The force flowing through me was such that were it not for the other manacles I would have collapsed. More and more juice poured out of my hand, the bolt of lightning as thick as my wrist. Taniel’s hair stood on end, his eyes burst like eggs dropped on the sidewalk, revealing a burning white core within his head.

More. 

I leaned, strained to channel as much as I could. Opened myself to this force. A thousand smaller branches surged and leaped around the central bolt, playing over his body, scoring him with a thousand burns. He rose to his tiptoes, his arms spasming out by his side, his scream lost in the harshness of the electric fire, and then I gasped and the current cut and the darkness rushed in and he fell into a smoking heap.

I gasped, motes of light dancing in my vision, the palm of my free hand seared and burning, and stared at his fallen body. Waited for him to stir, to laugh, to rise. 

He stayed down.

“Holy shit,” said Imogen. Her voice mirrored my own state of shock.

The slat in the door slid across and then the door rasped open and Guillarm stepped inside, eyes bugging out of his head as he stared at Taniel.

“Release me,” I rasped, raising my hand and aiming my palm at him. “Or I’ll boil your brain inside your skull.”

Guillarm flinched, bent his knees as if about to throw himself back, then froze. Like a deer in fucking headlights.

“Now,” I said.

He dropped his keys then snatched them up. “I - I want you to know that I was only acting on the - on the permissions granted, the official nature of my, the role of a guard -”

He unlocked my left ankle, then my right. I slumped forward, held up only by my left wrist. At all times I kept my palm pointed at him. Truth be told I had nothing left to give. No more… no more lightning to summon.

But he didn’t know that.

“Savior,” he said, unlocking my manacle and falling to his knees with a sob. “Holy savior. Forgive me. Forgive my lack of faith. I - I was misled -”

I staggered drunkenly and almost fell, but to fall beside Guillarm might be to tempt him beyond all fear. So I forced my legs to keep me up and turned my drunken stumble into a series of steps then stopped, swaying, to survey the kneeling guard.

“Unlock my friends,” I said. My voice was so raw and broken I was surprised he could understand me. “Do that and I’ll spare you.”

“Yes! Immediately!” He leaped to his feet and ran to Valeria. A moment later she stumbled out of her constraints and fell to her knees. Imogen was next, and she too fell to the ground. 

Guillarm hesitated before Neveah. She was still unconscious, but the glow of her collar was diminishing by the moment.

“Now,” I said.

He gulped and did so. She slumped forward, and I was able to step in and grab her before she collapsed to the ground.

“There,” said Guillarm, moving away from me. “I’ve done what you asked. If -”

Imogen appeared behind him. She plucked his dagger from his belt with a swift, sure movement.

“What?” Guillarm spun, hand going to his sword’s hilt. He drew but half the blade before Imogen stabbed him in the throat.

With a gargling scream he stepped back, hands going to the wound. Imogen stood still, watching him flail and collapse with no emotion on her face. 

“Thank you,” I said, laying Neveah on the ground as carefully as I could. Her collar had lost its glow, but I couldn’t find a seam or means to take it off. “How do I get this off her?”

“You can’t,” said Imogen, voice as hard as stone. “Nor mine. They’re keyed to powerful magic.”

“How?” asked Valeria where she sat, looking dazed and overwhelmed. “How did you do that?”

“I don’t know,” I said. How to explain the images, the intuition, the blind groping, the success brought on by sheer desperation and desire to survive?

“Our bond,” said Imogen. “We’ve slept together twice. Passed two trials together. A channel has opened between us. I’ve gifted you magic.”

I felt dizzy. Light headed. My body felt like a tower of wooden blocks that ached to collapse all across the floor. “But. They measured me. I was at 5 out of 100.”

Imogen smiled coldly. “I’d wager you’re higher than that now.”

“Noah!” Emma appeared in the doorway. A large bruise discolored her jaw. She ran over and hugged me carefully. “Thank god. I was so fucking terrified. The whole tower’s been searching for me, I hid, but - but -”

“Emma.” I closed my eyes and held onto her. She was like a rock, and the pain a tide that sought to pull me away. “You saved us.”

“No, you did,” said Emma, pulling back to stare at Taniel. “But… how?”

“No time,” said Valeria, pulling herself to her feet. “Guards will come soon. We need to be gone.”

“Where?” We were all in bad shape. My thoughts were refusing to come together and form a coherent plan. The pain, the shock, the trauma. I felt like I’d taken one too many blows to the head.

“Not upstairs,” said Imogen. “Nor the library.”

“Abandoned levels in the middle,” said Valeria. “We find some empty rooms, we rest. Regroup.”

“How do we get out of here?” I reached for Emma’s hand, and she hauled me to my feet. I nearly passed out but hung on to consciousness grimly.

“I think I know the way,” said Emma. “I found it by accident. Got lost trying to come down here, and - doesn’t matter. I think I can lead us to an abandoned elevator shaft.”

“Sounds good,” said Valeria. She squatted by Neveah and slid her arms under her shoulders and thighs. Closed her eyes, took a sharp breath, then tried to rise. Her face paled and she nearly fell over.

“Let me help,” I said.

“No. Like you said. I’ve got this.” She clenched her jaw and rose slowly to her feet. I could sense the supreme effort that it took. “Grab his sword. Keys. Let’s go.”

I nodded, glad for her leadership.

“I need my glasses,” said Imogen. 

Emma fumbled them out of a pocket in her backpack. “Here. They were on the floor of the suite. I -”

“The Source bless you for fucking ever,” said Imogen, sliding her glasses onto her face. She winced as she pushed her shoulders back, swept her braids behind her and then gave Emma a faltering half bow. “You just saved my life.”

“I - well, you’re welcome.” 

“Less talk, more walk,” said Valeria, and staggered forth, Neveah in her arms. We left the cell, and I shuddered as I did so. As if I had emerged from the shadow of death itself. I felt my chest unlock just a fraction more, felt a sliver of hope slide into me for the first time.

I’d thought I’d never leave that cell. But thanks to Emma I had. I took her hand and squeezed it, and she gave me a nervous smile back.

And that’s when it hit me. Again. I’d been shackled up in that room for maybe a few hours. And was emerging a wreck. 

Neveah had been in there for six months. 

I actually shook my head in wonder as I staggered after Valeria. Gazed at Neveah’s head where it lolled, and asked myself: how the hell did she do it?

Emma let go of my hand and hurried to take the lead. Imogen stepped in by my side and took my arm. Tears were running down her cheeks, her mouth a horizontal slit. She limped alongside me, staring straight ahead, but her hands squeezed my arm as if she expected to be dragged away at any moment.

I had no words. What she’d endured. What we’d all endured. 

Only one thing was certain. 

Everyone behind this was going to pay.

 


Chapter 19

 


 

“Here,” said Valeria, and dropped to her knees, half falling over as she laid Neveah on the floor.

We were in an abandoned suite of rooms, deep within the tower, four levels down and far from any sources of light or activity. Emma held the guttering remains of our last torch, and it caused fantastical shadows to leap and cavort across the walls, our own shadows distorted and dancing amongst them. 

Imogen moved to an archway and looked into the room beyond. “Bed here.”

“I can’t lift her again,” said Valeria, voice dull with exhaustion. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll try,” I said. “Catch me if I fall over.” I crouched by Neveah, went to slide my arms under her, but she grabbed my wrist before it could slip under her neck and punched me square in the gut with the other.

Thank god she was so weak. I merely grunted and fell back on my ass. She scrambled onto her stomach and began to crawl away, making deep, guttural sounds in the base of her throat.

“Neveah!” Emma fell into a crouch on one side of her trajectory. “You’re safe! It’s over.”

Neveah froze, staring at Emma in confusion, then looked back over her shoulder at the rest of us. Her viridian eyes were wide with shock and fear, and for a long moment nobody spoke.

“Not safe,” she said at last, voice low and angry. “That’s what he said last time. Lies.”

“Yeah, lies,” I said. I was too damn tired and hurt to argue. “And we all suffered for them. But Taniel’s dead.”

Her face drained of blood and she pushed herself up to sitting, pressing one hand between her breasts. “Dead?”

“Dead,” said Imogen, voice cold and ringing in the abandoned room. “Noah killed him with levenbolt. He’s gone.”

Tears brimmed in her eyes and then spilled down her cheeks. “Taniel’s dead?”

Nobody spoke. 

She crossed her arms over her knees, buried her face in them, and wept.

Emma stepped into the next room, only to return a moment later with an exceptionally dusty blanket. She hesitated, clearly contemplating shaking it out, and then instead draped it over Neveah’s shoulders.

“What a shit show,” I said, pushing back till I fetched against an old wardrobe. I leaned my head back and closed my eyes. “How many hours till the next trial?”

“Not many,” said Valeria. She was methodically examining her wounds. Fortunately none of them were too deep; Taniel had excelled at delivering maximum pain with minimum physical trauma. “I can’t - I mean, how - why - ?” She frowned down at her thigh where a dozen small stab wounds had finally scabbed over, and I saw her tear up as well.

“Why?” Imogen stepped away from the wall, hands fisted by her side. “Because they’re all corrupt fucks like I told you from the beginning. Self-serving, short sighted, corrupted monsters like they claim I’m going to become.”

“It can’t be,” said Valeria softly, not raising her gaze. “This is Bastion. The sole remaining outpost of goodness. We can’t be - I mean -”

“You saw his tattoos just like I did,” said Imogen, voice shaking. “He’s far more advanced with dark magic than I am, and he was a damn senator. The hypocrisy…”

“Was,” I said softly. “Was far more advanced.”

“Thank you,” said Imogen. She drew herself up. “Thank you, Noah. For killing him.”

“Yes,” said Valeria, lifting her gaze for the first time. “I still don’t know how you did it, but he deserved to die.”

“A thousand times over,” said Imogen. Who suddenly hesitated, losing her cold control, and glanced at Neveah. “For what he’s done.”

Neveah lifted her face from her arms. Her cheeks gleamed in the torchlight, her eyelashes were clumped together with tears, and her gaze bored into me. “He was mine to kill.”

“I - uh -”

“Mine.” The naked need and hatred in her voice stung me even after all we’d been through. “I didn’t even get to see him die.” Her eyes filled with tears again. “Oh god. Oh god.”

Emma sank down beside her, wrapped an arm around her shoulders. I watched as she struggled to come up with something to say and finally settled for holding Neveah, who turned her face into Emma’s shoulder and sat there shuddering.

“We’ve got to do something,” said Valeria. “We can’t just sit here.”

“Shalarra will know about Taniel’s death and our escape by now,” I said. “What will her first move be?”

Valeria combed a lock of golden hair behind her ear. “Secure the prison. Set a large force to guard the council chamber to keep us away from the trial door. Put the word out amongst the Aspirants as to our ‘treachery’ and send the most talented ones after us.”

“Can they track us down to here?” asked Emma.

“Yes,” said Valeria. “Hence why we have to keep moving.”

“We have to rest,” I said. “Staggering around will just get us killed.”

“I can’t help until this collar is removed,” said Imogen. 

Nobody mentioned Neveah’s collar. 

“I might be able to endure a fight,” said Valeria. “Against one opponent. Several? No chance.”

I massaged my temples. I wanted nothing so much as to slip away into unconsciousness. To escape this pain, this fear, this uncertainty. But not yet. 

There had to be a solution somewhere. 

“These rooms,” I asked. “Why are they empty?”

“Most of Bastion is empty,” said Valeria. “As the spheres fell to the Qlipoth, fewer and fewer worlds remained from which Kether could draw the valiant. Now there are but a few dozen. Yours being one.”

“And everyone’s gathered at the top?” I asked. 

“The top and the very bottom,” said Valeria. “Where the army resists the siege.”

“The army,” I said. “I met General Constantin. He seemed firmly allied with Shalarra. But one of his captains. He was called Hawke, I think. Didn’t seem convinced. What do you know of him?”

“Hawke?” asked Valeria. “Haven’t heard of him. The army below is a different world. We Aspirants of little to nothing to do with them.”

“It’s a reach,” I said. “But -”

“I know Hawke,” said Neveah, voice hollow. “Lieutenant Hawke. From Eretrielle.”

“Eretrielle?” I asked.

Imogen stirred. “A world associated with the sphere of Binah. The second to last to fall to Lilith.”

“Binah,” said Emma, voice distant, as if recalling a factoid from memory. “The sphere known as Understanding or Intelligence. The female aspect of Kether. Known as ‘the mother’.”

“Yes,” said Imogen. “The sphere that granted shape and form to the forces of the universe.”

“What do you know about him?” I asked Neveah.

“A long time ago. He was… dedicated.” Her voice was little more than a ragged whisper. “A good fighter, a better leader. Young. Idealistic. Royalty.”

“Royalty?”

Imogen shrugged. “Many aspirants and denizens of Bastion are recruited from noble families, royal families from across the universe. Sounds like this Hawke came from one such.”

“Idealistic,” I said. “That would explain his reaction to my… arrest. He looked upset.”

“Not upset enough,” said Valeria darkly. “He allowed it to happen.”

“Wouldn’t you have in his place?” asked Imogen. “Only a short while ago you were a fervent follower of Shalarra’s.”

“True,” said Valeria bitterly. “True.”

“What are you thinking?” asked Emma.

“Hawke controls soldiers. If we could convince him to help us, he could help us fight our way to the council chamber. All he needs to do is get us into the trial before the twelve hours expire.”

Valeria looked up. “We’ll be in rough shape for the trial. Imogen can’t cast magic. I can barely stand, much less fight. Neveah’s also collared. And even if we do win through, we’d be deposited right outside the chamber as always. Shalarra will have time to gather forces from below, sweep away Hawke, and capture us again.”

“That and we need a fourth companion,” said Imogen quietly. “We can’t enter without one.”

“I’ll do it,” said Emma, voice strained. “If you can’t find anyone else. I’ll do it.”

“Emma,” I began, but she shook her head.

“No. After what you’ve all been through? After what you’ve suffered? I’m willing to do my part to save the universe. We’re best friends, Noah. I’d sacrifice whatever it took to help you succeed. Just like you sacrificed for me when I was thinking of New York.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. “Going to New York and fighting our way across a corrupted universe to kill a goddess are a little different.”

“Maybe in scale, but not in principle.” She gave a brisk nod. “If you need a fourth, I’ll step up.”

I didn’t know what to feel. Of course my mind leaped to the fact that I’d then have to bed Emma to bind her to me. A fantasy I’d held for far too long. But for it to happen like this? For her to be compelled to make love to me out of a sense of universal charity? No. That felt wrong.

“We’ll see,” I said. “First we’ve got to find Hawke and convince him to join our cause. Any ideas, anyone? Anybody actually been to the base of the tower? Know how it works down there?”

Nobody spoke, but finally Neveah roused herself. “I have.”

“And?” 

Though she’d been tortured the least, Neveah looked the most dazed. Her gaze was almost blank. As if she were slowly sliding into a numb fugue. “Six generals. Six armies. Two armies held in reserve. The other four quarter the tower. Each army is divided into eight legions. Legions are mean to be a thousand strong. Eight captains report to each general and his staff. Each captain commands ten centenarians.”

I tried to keep up. Six armies, each composed of eight thousand men. The force below then was almost fifty thousand strong. Holy crap.

“Different captains have different roles. Two light infantry. Two heavy infantry. Calvary. Reconnaissance. Ranged attack. Magic users. Hawke…” She trailed off as if running out of steam. “Hawke commands… commanded… reconnaissance. Third legion of the second army.”

“How do you know all this?” asked Valeria, voice soft with wonder.

“When I returned. I fought my way through the enemy. Was picked up by Hawke’s men. Brought into the tower and held for a week while they debated what to do with me. Hawke’s men… were kind to me. Treated me fairly. I overhead much. Put together the structure. Of the defenses.”

“Second army,” said Imogen. “Third legion. That gives us a place to search. Should be easy to locate a captain.”

“They’ll be looking for us,” said Valeria. “We’re a distinctive group. Shalarra will get the word out. Paint us as murderers. We can’t just walk down there.”

“Nobody knows about me,” said Emma. “I can carry a message to Hawke. Arrange for a meeting.”

“Your friend’s getting to be pretty invaluable,” said Valeria, turning to me with a smile that didn’t touch her eyes.

“How many floors down is the ground?” I asked. “How do we get there?”

“Elevator,” said Valeria. “We’re several hundred floors up. It’ll be a long ride. Half an hour to descend if we’re not stopped.”

I rested my head back against the wall and tried to focus. “I was arrested an hour after we finished the third trial. Then taken down to the prison. About another hour or so till Taniel showed up. He spent… god, I don’t know. A couple of hours on us? It took us about an hour to get here. That’s - what? Five hours?”

“Say six to be safe,” said Imogen.

“Leaves us with six hours in which to enter the trial. One hour to descend and then ascend. We’ll need a couple of hours to find and speak with Hawke. Another hour to fight our way to the council chamber. Leaves us with two hours left over.”

“Two hours to rest?” asked Emma. “You guys need it.”

“Make it an hour and a half to be safe,” said Valeria. “Emma. You good to stand watch?”

“Sure,” she said. “But I don’t know how to mark the passage of time. And the torch is burning out.”

The idea of being lost in the bowels of the tower with no source of light was terrifying. 

“Search for candles,” said Valeria. “Check drawers. Cupboards.”

“All right,” said Emma. “Wish me luck.” She took the torch, checked the wardrobe, a writing desk, cast around, then went into the next room, leaving us in darkness.

Nobody spoke. I dozed. What seemed like a second later Emma came back into the room, torch guttering, a tall candle blowing with a stately light.

“Success! Found a whole drawer full.” She grinned, clearly pleased.

“Good,” said Valeria. “See the line down its length? Black ink? Each notch is an hour. Let it burn past one notch then halfway down to the next. Ninety minutes. Wake us up then.”

“Got it,” said Emma. “I’ll light two candles to be safe.” She paused. “You guys going to sleep on the floor here?”

“I could,” I said. “Tired enough.”

“That’s dumb,” she said. “There’s a huge bed in the next room. Come on. If you’re going to rest, you might as well do it properly.”

“Invaluable,” said Valeria. “Give me a hand.”

Emma hauled her up, staggering as she took Valeria’s weight, then helped her hobble into the next room. Returned in time to help Imogen lever Neveah to her feet, and together they took her away.

I gritted my teeth and rose. I was so tired. So hurt. My mind still felt fragmented. As if it had been a glass vase that had been dropped then glued back together. My hands shook. My breath burned in my throat. I shuffled after them only for Emma to come out and meet me halfway.

“Here,” she said. “Let me help.”

“You’ve helped so much,” I said, and for some damn reason tears filled my eyes. 

“Hey,” she said, voice soft. “It’s going to be OK.”

The memory of Imogen’s screams filled my mind, replaced rapidly by Valeria’s brutal cries of pain. I shied away from the memory, recoiling physically from the horror of it, and Emma held me tighter, slipped under my arm.

“Going to be OK,” she said, voice firm with conviction. “One step at a time. Come on.”

She led me into the bedroom. My three companions were already asleep, Valeria extended in the center, Neveah curled up against one side, nearly falling off, Imogen watching me from her side, glasses reflecting the candle.

I hobbled to the bed’s edge. The comforter was thick with dust, but I didn’t give a damn. I crawled onto the bed like an invalid, up between Imogen and Valeria.

The bed was soft. I sank into its musty embrace.

Emma took up the candle. “I’ll be in the next room. Rest.”

The illumination dwindled but didn’t disappear altogether. She’d set the candle just outside the archway.

I lay still. Valeria was passed out cold, her breathing thick through her bloodied nose. I stared at the gloomy ceiling. I was beyond exhausted, but suddenly my mind was wide awake. I could feel the memories fighting to break free, to storm across the stage of my mind and re-enact in grotesque pantomime the horrors that I’d witnessed in that cell.

Imogen was shivering. “Are you cold?” I whispered

“No,” she whispered, teeth chattering. “Just - my body. It’s - it’s having trouble relaxing -”

I shifted and moved my arm down. She lifted her head, then curled into me, resting it on my shoulder. I held her close. In the gloom I could barely make her out, her stained black dress, her black hair in disarray, her face turned away from me.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. 

“For what?” she asked, voice muffled against my chest.

“For what happened to you.” I looked up at the ceiling again. “For what happened to us.” My anger came stealing back. That sense of impotent rage.

“Yes,” she whispered. “I am as well.” She snuggled in closer. “Hold me.”

So I did. Held her with both arms, rested my chin on her head, and held her close until her breathing evened out and she finally relaxed.

I lay alone. They others slept, oblivious. Neveah whimpered, caught in some bad dream. My body ached and smoldered, burned and was shot through with stabbing pains as I shifted. My nerves had been fried by Taniel’s magic.

What did it mean for him to serve such a high post in Bastion? What did it say about Kether? About Shalarra, the aspirants, the whole system? I saw his face again as I fried him with lightning, saw his eyes burst, and felt nothing. No satisfaction. No horror. No happiness. His death had been necessary from the moment he’d started hurting us. From the moment he’d started hurting Neveah. 

I tried to wrap my mind around all that had happened to me, to encompass the horror and abuse, and failed. My mind shuttled from horrific memory to horrific memory, my body begged for sleep, until at last I thought of that vast, lunar presence that had shielded me. That had wrapped me in its protective aura and separated me from my pain.

And only then, with the memory of its aegis in my mind, did I sleep.

 

I awoke, warm and comfortable, in the same candle-lit gloom. Imogen’s head was still cradled against my shoulder, her hand resting on my chest, and beside it lay Valeria’s, who had at some point rolled into me, my arm slipping around her, so that she, too, lay with her head upon my shoulder.

I lay still and simply listened to their breathing. Felt their bodies against my own. Valeria had slipped her knee up over my legs, while the length of Imogen’s body was pressed against my own. 

My injuries were there, of course, the throb of abuse, but contact with both women was a panacea that filled me with a warm glow. Not contentment, because it was too… exciting to be holding them both at once, but more akin to a thrilling sense of rightness. 

I reached up and slowly ran my fingers through Valeria’s thick golden locks. They reflected the low candlelight with a ruddy, bronze glow. Gorgeous. I looked down to Imogen. She’d taken her glasses off, and one braid, disheveled and needing to be redone, was curled over her shoulder. Her bangs were mussed, her mouth parted, and her heart-shaped face was a pale blur by my side, lost against the greater darkness of her old fashioned dress.

Gently I ran my hand down her back, caressing her. Her slender body pressed a little closer to mine, and she murmured something under her breath. I closed my eyes and simply lay there, holding both of my companions, trying to wrap my head around the turn my life had taken. The events that had torn me from that wretched bus station and a life spent working for my dad in Ruddock, Ohio, to lying in this ancient bed with two beauties in my arms. Women I’d slept with, women whom I trusted my life with, women who would die for me and - would I die for them?

Again I opened my eyes and studied each in turn. Valeria’s noble, leonine features. Imogen’s composed, girlish face. Would I die for them? I didn’t know. I liked to think I would. Was there anything I’d die for?

I thought of Taniel demanding I concede. How I’d refused. How I’d have kept on refusing right until the end.

So yeah. There was something I’d die for. And in turn, these two women were tied up in it - would I die for them? 

I wanted to say yes. But I was still too much of a dumb college kid to know for sure if I had that kind of nobility of soul. 

The glow in the doorway brightened, and I saw Emma standing there, holding the candle. 

We simply looked at each other, and then some impulse made me disentangle myself carefully and slip out of the bed. I stepped up to Emma, who took a step back and then returned to the other room.

We sat down next to each other against a wall. Emma set the candle between us, and I couldn’t help but feel that it was a barrier of some kind, delicate and subtle as it might be.

“I almost don’t recognize you,” she said at last. Not accusingly, but more in gentle wonder. “When I walked in there right now, to see you in bed with them, I… you’ve changed a lot, Noah.”

“Yeah,” I said. “Guess I have. Nearly dying a bunch of times, killing people, having everyone tell you that you’re the universe’s only hope - I mean, you can’t stay the same after all that.”

“True.”

We sat in silence. 

She worried at the side of her sneakers, working a filament of dirt out from a seam. “It’s just that…” She trailed off. Frowned. “It’s almost like I never really saw you before, you know? Like, you were my ‘little brother’, my dorky best friend who loved D&D and comics and board game night and who I thought I knew better than anyone else. But now I can’t help but wonder how much was me seeing you, and how much was me… putting you in a box and keeping you there.”

“I mean, I still really like all those things,” I said with a smile. “Though it’ll be weird to play D&D after actually throwing lightning bolts and killing goblins with a magic sword.”

“You know what I mean,” she said, shifting her weight. “This past hour I’ve been thinking a lot about Michael. About how he’d be handling all this if he’d been brought with us to Bastion. But my thoughts always circle round to the fact that I’ll never know, because he’ll never come back. And how instead this is proving to be a chance to rediscover my friendship with you. To… learn all over who you are. What you’re capable of.”

I didn’t know what to say, so I simply watched the candle flame. It burned straight and true without the slightest flicker. 

“If I become your companion,” she said. Paused, and licked her lower lip. Tried again. “If I become your companion, we’ll… we’ll have to redefine our friendship all over again.”

“Neveah’s said flat out she’s not sleeping with me,” I said. I couldn’t have looked up to meet Emma’s eyes even if I’d wanted to. “You can take the same approach.”

“But then what am I bringing to the table?” she asked. “Valeria’s this bad ass warrior. Imogen’s got magic and crazy knowledge about what’s out there. Neveah… I don’t even know how to describe how scary and amazing and intimidating she is, and what she might become when she has some time to heal up. What do I bring? Social media savviness? An in depth knowledge of ‘90’s Detroit house music?”

“Hey, we’re only alive because of you,” I said. “You saved all of us. You’re going to do it again with Hawke, I know it. That and…” I struggled to put the feeling into words. “You’ve got this ability to pull people together, you know? I’ve seen you do it with Imogen and Valeria. With Neveah. This ability to connect with them. With me. To smooth over the edges. To make us get along as a team. In the long run that’s going to be priceless, too.”

“Yeah, maybe.” She hiked her knee up and rested her chin on it, pale blonde hair sliding free from behind her ear to cascade down beside the candle. The flame turned her hair to silver.

“Look.” I shifted my weight, ass starting to go numb on the stone floor. “There’s still no guarantee you have to sign up for this crazy quest thing anyways. Who knows what’ll happen in the next… six hours? If I can protect you from this I will. I mean, when we first got here I thought this was going to be a like a… well, R-rated movie, you know? Swearing, sex, chopping goblins apart with a sword. But now it’s slid right over into X-rated, with torture, real monsters, some crazy traumatizing shit… it’s not a game. It’s not… something I’d want to subject my best friend to, you know? If I can find a way to send you home, if I can find a way to help you avoid all the…” I shook my head, trying to encapsulate the sense I was starting to get of what lay in wait for us outside Bastion. “All the truly horrendous and fucked up shit we’re in for, then I will. OK?”

I heard her swallow, and tears brimmed in her eyes. She sniffed and wiped them away. “Does it make me a coward that I feel really relieved to hear that?”

“No. It makes you a smart, normal human being.”

“I feel like I should want to go. I should be braver, more selfless, but… I’m just borderline terrified all the time. And I haven’t even been in a trial with you yet, or had to fight for my life, or been tortured… but wandering those empty prison corridors, dealing with that fucked up guard, looking over my shoulder all the time, seeing monsters in the shadows, even just sitting here this past hour and a half… I feel like a wreck.”

She lifted her head and gave me a tremulous smile. “I’m not quite as bad-ass as I thought I was.”

“Hey,” I said again, and on impulse reached out to curl a long strand of her blond hair behind her ear. “You are a bad-ass. Not your fault you haven’t spent your whole life training to be a warrior like Valeria or learning illicit magic like Imogen. We’d already have failed here without you. That certifies you in my books.”

Emma forced a smile and lowered her chin back to her knee. “Thanks.” She traced the faded contours of her sneakers for a moment, then looked sidelong at me. “You think this plan of ours is going to work?”

The old me, the low-key college friend younger-brother me, would have expressed his doubts. Instead I cracked a smile. “You kidding? We’ve got this in the bag. Taniel’s down. Shalarra’s next. No sweat.”

Emma snorted. “No sweat. Right.”

“C’mon,” I said, climbing painfully to my feet. “Time to wake the others. The sooner we get started the sooner we get my rooms back with those bottles of whisky.”

I offered her my hand. She took it, but didn’t make an effort to rise, not immediately. Instead she looked up at me, searched my eyes with her own, and I felt my heart rise in my throat, that old sense of being enraptured by this girl, amazed that I’d been lucky enough to have her in my life. 

Then she gave a nod, as if she’d found what she’d been searching for, and I pulled her to her feet.

 

 


Chapter 20

 


 

 

It felt like we were making our way through the Mines of Moria. Whomever had built Bastion had built it big, and the columns that lined the length of this cavernous hall extended high above into the darkness, far beyond the reach of our candlelight. So vast was the hall that there were no echoes to our footsteps, and I felt as if we moved within a dream, drifting past endless identical columns that would repeat for eternity or until we woke up.

“Just ahead,” said Valeria. “Should be a shaft.”

“You been here before?” asked Emma.

“No. But most floors follow a roughly similar floor plan. This is one of the great ‘spoke’ hallways, as I call them. Extends radially from the center shafts out toward Bastion’s sides. You get them on most floors except for unique ones like the library or consortium.”

I was bringing up the rear, and nerves or paranoia kept me glancing behind into the endless dark. This time when I looked back, however, I saw a half dozen specks of lights in the distance.

“What’s that?” I asked, hand dropping to where Shard should have hung.

The others turned. 

“Torches,” said Imogen, tone dark.

“Aspirants?” I asked.

Shouts sounded, made weak from the distance. 

“Looks like it,” said Valeria. “We’d better run. Come on!”

Valeria took off at a jog, but immediately her candle flame began to flicker. Cursing, she cupped it with her hand, but that made it hard to make anything out. We were forced to run at a brisk jog, clearly visible to those behind us who were no doubt sprinting in our direction.

“Should we kill our candles and hide?” I called out.

“No,” gasped Valeria. She was still in pain. “Elevator shaft is close. Hurry!”

We ran. My candle flame danced and flickered and when I tried to go faster it streamed so low I thought it had gone out. I slowed, cupped it, and it sprung back up again.

I looked over my shoulder. The Aspirants were quickly gaining on us. We couldn’t fight them. Imogen and Neveah were collared. Valeria hurt. I was without a blade and Emma hadn’t ever even taken a self-defense class.

Gritting my teeth against the pain in my chest and side, I strove to keep up with the others. The dreamlike quality of the endless hallway now felt nightmarish. The cries of our pursuers grew louder, and they sounded exhilarated, their cries savage with anticipation.

I glanced over my shoulder just in time to see a ball of roiling flame leap from their midst and soar toward us.

“Fireball!” I screamed.

“The door! There! Run!”

The floor before us grew brighter as the fireball fell toward us. We abandoned all attempts to save our candles and broke into a flat out run, and then there was the massive wall, the angular archway a black cutout before us.

I heard the simmering roar, my shadow stretched out before me, then leaped and dove through the archway just before the fireball smashed into the ground behind us.

I instinctively tucked my shoulder into a judo roll as I’d done countless times in the dojo and came up on my feet before I was prepared for it, only to turn and see a wall of flame come washing through the archway to fade away just as it flowed over us. There was a scalding pain and my tunic caught fire, but even as I gasped and tore my tunic off I realized we’d evaded the worst of it.

“Up!” growled Valeria, climbing to her feet. “The elevator shaft. We have to -”

I grabbed Neveah by the elbow and hauled her up, then gave Valeria a hand. Emma and Imogen were smacking out curlicues of flame from their clothing, but followed my lead as I ran down the much smaller corridor. The darkness was almost complete, but I could make out a faint blue glow coming from a distant doorway.

We ran as fast as we could, which wasn’t that impressive, and then burst out into a broad shaft chamber. Chains descended by the hundreds from the void above, blue flickering flames coating their links, falling into the circular hole before us. There were no elevator platforms in evidence.

I ran right up to the edge and peered down. There. A platform three floors down. Damn. That was at least twenty feet onto a hard surface. 

Shouts from behind us. Any second now there’d be a second fireball.

“Emma!” I extended my hands. She took them, wide eyed, and I knelt, pulling her down with me, then nodded at the edge. “Go over! I’ll lower you!”

Flustered, on the verge of panicking, she did as I said, shimmying over the edge and I grunted as I took her full weight. I began to slide forward only to feel someone grab my ankles.

“Count of three! One - two - three!” I let go.

Emma fell, her long, blonde hair streaming up around her head, dropping some twelve feet to crumple upon the elevator platform.

“Imogen!” I turned, hand up to her. She didn’t hesitate, but took my hand and slid over the edge. I arrested her fall just enough to have her hang suspended for a second, then dropped her. Emma had risen and tried to catch her, and I saw them both go down in a ball.

“Neveah!” 

She didn’t take my hand, but rather crouched at the edge of the shaft and then hopped forward, arms outstretched, black hair a void-like halo that fluttered about her. I stared, stunned, as she fell the twenty feet and landed in a crouch.

“Damn,” I whispered, and then turned to Valeria, but the Aspirants were upon us.

There were five of them. I recognized two. The crimson-haired pompadour guy who’d beat me up, and his more elegant, slick haired companion. With them was a heavy-set guy with a mace in his hand and two women, both of them attractive.

“Got you,” said the slick haired one, stepping forward, torch held high so that his back hair gleamed. “Murderer.”

“Step away from the edge,” said one of the women. She was tall, like really tall, with a striking nose and statuesque figure. “Or I’ll incinerate before you can jump.”

I glanced sidelong at Valeria. She held her stolen short sword in her fist, half lowered into a stiff combat stance. My heart was pounding, my breath burning in my throat. A stitch still pierced my side, and countless aches and pains lanced through me courtesy of Taniel’s ministrations. There was no way we could fight them off.

“It’s over,” said pompadour. “Give it up already. It’s time to pay for your crimes, asshole.”

I glared at him. This guy had beaten me up while I was down, and he was calling me the asshole?

“Fine,” I said. “You’re right. It’s over. We surrender.”

I saw them all relax a fraction. 

“One question though.” This was an old trick Sensei Rocco had taught me. A way to steal a moment of advantage from any attacker. “What about the parade?”

As one they all frowned in confusion, trying to parse my question, and that’s when I dug deep, a desperate grab for whatever magic Imogen might have gifted me. I blindly fumbled into the depths of my soul, without the guidance of that lunar presence. I reached past pain, past burnout, past my exhaustion, and guided by fury and iron-clad determination grasped that essence of power, that nexus of lightning that I envisioned as a clump of truncated live wires.

I cast out my hand and screamed, and a flicker of lighting leaped from my palm to play over them. It was a paltry attack, little more than glorified static electricity, enough to shock them into yelping and leaping back but no more.

But it was enough. I took hold of Valeria’s hand, and as one we stepped back into the void.

My stomach immediately plastered itself against my diaphragm, a scream tore at my throat, the world blurred, and then we crashed into the others, who broke our falls with grunts and cries as we all collapsed onto the platform.

Valeria rolled off Emma and Imogen, crawled to the side panel, dug the tip of her blade into the security clasp and with a cry wrenched it free. She grabbed the lever, yanked it down, and I felt the safety clamps shudder below us and we dropped.

Not a controlled descent, but a harrowing freefall. I yelled as I lifted up off the platform, grabbing desperately onto Emma and Neveah’s leg. The floors blurred past us, faster and faster, and the chains that tore through the central processor in the middle of our platform unleashed a shower of livid blue sparks as they screamed through the gears. 

Valeria gritted her teeth and hauled back on the lever, but it wouldn’t catch. We were going too fast. She screamed with effort, the muscles of her shoulders and arms writhing as she fought for traction, but all she managed was a screech of metal.

Terror suffused me, and I half crawled half swam over to her, my innards swarming up my chest as if trying to escape through my throat. I grabbed hold of the lever and together we threw our weight against it. We had terrible leverage, nothing to brace ourselves against, but still I felt the lever vibrate as it pressed against the revolving teeth, trying to find a way to engage.

I closed my eyes and hauled with everything I had. The screech of protesting metal grew horrendous, and then with a crash the gears locked and the platform smashed down to its fastest normal descent speed.

We all were thrown across its surface with terrible force, and a cascade of blue flaming sparks fell upon us, dancing across the platform’s surface as metal groaned and we swung to and fro within the shaft. 

I lay there, tangled with Valeria, my head across her thigh, and then laughed. A moment later I heard Emma join me, then Valeria chuckled and even Imogen gave a hollow croak. 

Only Neveah stayed silent.

I sat up. “I feel like I’ve been run through a pasta making machine.”

“I’ve no idea what that is,” said Valeria. “But I assume it’s not good.”

“No,” I agreed. “Not good.” I gazed back up in time to see a fireball dissipate perhaps seventy yards above us with a soft boom. “Yeah, fuck you guys. We’ll meet again.”

“You knew them?” asked Imogen.

“Bastards showed up in my cell. Sounded like they’d paid for the right to beat me up.” 

Imogen adjusted her glasses and scowled.

“Wait a second,” I said. 

The others glanced at me.

“Those guys were already waiting when I got down to the cell. Had already paid. How could they have known I was coming if I was only arrested shortly before?”

Imogen brushed her braids behind her back. “Your ‘trial’ was a sham. They had to have known that you’d say no. You were set up from the beginning.”

“Yeah.” I slumped down against the gear box. “Fuckers.”

We descended. Countless dark floors passed us by.

“We have a plan for when we reach the bottom?” I asked.

“We’re going to stop just shy of the inhabited floors,” said Valeria. She sat slumped, eyes closed. “Get out, then make our way down in secret. If we ride this all the way to the bottom we’ll be arrested.”

I nodded. Made sense. “How’s Emma going to get to Hawke?”

“No idea,” said Valeria. She cracked open an eye. “Neveah?”

Our third companion sat with her arms wrapped around her shins, her dark hair a glossy blanket over her form, cheek on her knees, staring out at nothing. “Depends where he is,” she said quietly, barely audible over the clanking and thrum of the elevator. “Here, or out there.”

“Out there?” I asked.

“Scouting. The enemy draws back at times. Like the tide. We don’t know why.”

“Maybe because they know we’ve nowhere else to go,” said Imogen coldly. “As long as they keep us surrounded by a cordon, there’s no need to keep the pressure on.”

“Perhaps,” said Neveah. She didn’t sound like she cared either way.

“What about food?” I asked. “Water? Our forces in any danger of running out?”

“No,” said Valeria. “Kether is the original font of creation. It’s easy to create sustenance through magic here.”

“The real siege is that of the soul,” said Imogen. “In my opinion, that is. Bastion’s defenses are nearly impregnable. I believe there’s a second, more subtle war going on. A siege of our wills and spirit, with people like Taniel being the obvious victims.”

Neveah raised her head, eyes narrowing dangerously. “Victim?”

“In a sense,” said Imogen, meeting her gaze coolly. “I bet he was once a good man. But he was corrupted over time and became the enemy. Would that have happened if Lilith hadn’t been at our front door, with the rest of the universe corrupted behind her? I doubt it. His fall was caused by the war, directly or indirectly. A casualty of the deeper spiritual corruption that fills the universe. The question is: how many others have fallen? It doesn’t matter how strong our walls are if enough of our people become corrupted.”

“Well that’s fucking cheerful,” I said and closed my eyes. “And I thought this was going to be fun. Didn’t someone say being savior just involved meeting cute girls and going on a scenic trip at some point?”

Silence.

I cracked open on eye.

Everyone was staring at me.

“Maybe not,” I said. 

“We’re about here,” said Valeria, leaning over the side to peer down, the updraft causing her golden mane to swirl up about her face. She hovered her hand over the lever and then applied with a sudden move. 

The platform slowed and shuddered to a stop. The chains vibrated, sparks flew, and we all hurried out onto the ledge before anything could go wrong.

“Let’s go,” said Valeria. “We don’t know if those assholes are following us down.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said.

We hurried through an archway, into a long corridor, then out into a massive spoke hallway. Paused to light our candles, then followed Valeria as she led us through a maze of rooms. Most of them looked abandoned, but a good few had been recently used; I could make out footprints in the thick dust, the occasional chamber with fresh pallets and even a camp site complete with a dead fire and discarded trash.

“Here,” said Valeria, pausing at a stairwell. “This should lead right down to the next level. We’re three floors up. Emma, you’re going to want to navigate your way to the second army’s quarter. I’m guessing they’re not one of the reserve forces. Then ask for Captain Hawke, and see if you can get in close.”

“Sure,” said Emma, hugging herself tightly. “Sounds easy.”

“Here,” I said, and pulled free the talisman I’d been given by Shalarra when I first arrived. “Show Hawke this to convince him. He’ll recognize it.”

Emma swallowed and pocketed the talisman. “Well. I’ll be on my way.”

“I’ll go with you,” said Neveah, stepping forward abruptly. “I remember the layout. Some. And the officers of the third legion. I can help.”

“Yes,” said Emma with obvious relief. “Please. Thank you.”

“Your collar,” I said. It was painfully obvious above her tunic. “You’ll need to cover that up.”

Neveah fingered the iron band thoughtfully then nodded. I sighed and pulled of the burned remnants of my tunic. “Here. Just… tie this around your neck.”

And somehow she made it look good, like a rumpled ivory scarf, the burn marks looking like a purposeful pattern, the whole of it covering her neck from chin to clavicle.

“Hurry,” said Valeria. “We’ll wait here. If we’re gone when you return, look for cuts on the walls. I’ll try to leave a trail if we’re forced to flee.”

“OK,” said Emma. She hesitated, then stepped forward and hugged me tightly, kissed my cheek, and descended the steps before I could even react.

Neveah ghosted down behind her, and then it was just the three of us.

“I need to sleep,” said Valeria. “Still weak. One of you go on watch?”

“I can,” I said. 

“I’ll rest too,” said Imogen. “That hour wasn’t nearly enough.”

We made our way over to one wall. I sat with my back to it, and each of them lay down on opposite sides of me. Without a word, they lay their heads on my thighs, settled in, and passed out.

Comfort levels were getting high, I realized. I leaned my head back and stared at the shadowed ceiling. Nothing to do now but fight to stay awake.

 

I lost track of time, but was snapped out of my reverie by the sound of approaching boots. Lots of them. They echoed up the stairwell.

“Hey, wake up,” I said.

Both girls sat up, blinking away their sleep, then Valeria picked up her blade and rose to her feet. Imogen and I did the same, standing just a little behind her. 

I didn’t voice my fear: that Emma had been captured and forced to confess our location. That this was a squad sent to capture us and return us to our cell.

I don’t think any of us breathed as the footsteps grew louder and louder. More than ten people. Twenty? Hard to tell. 

I tapped my hip. Somewhere along the way I’d developed the reflex of reaching for Shard. Each time I got a jolt when I realized it was gone.

“Steady,” said Valeria. “Noah. If I say run, you run. I’ll hold them.”

“What?”

“Don’t argue. Just fucking run. Got it?”

I didn’t answer. 

Then they arrived, men in armor boiling out of the stairwell. They had the long, lean look of real warriors, their eyes flat and considering as they emerged and spread out, weapons drawn, short stabbing swords and bucklers, their bodies clad in chain and leather.

Ten of them spread out, covering the far wall, and then Emma and Neveah stepped into view alongside Hawke.

My relief was overpowering. My knees actually went weak, but when Emma gave me a nervous smile I realized we weren’t completely out of the woods yet.

“Noah,” said Hawke, stepping forward, removing his helm to reveal his closely cropped red hair. He looked imperious, cold, critical. Definitely not a bosom friend yet. “You’ve caused quite the stir.”

“That’s what I do when I find pots,” I said. Then immediately winced. What the hell did that even mean? God I was tired.

Hawke frowned, trying to process my words, then gave a sharp shake of his head. “Shalarra has the whole tower searching for you. Aspirants checking every level, for what good that will do them. Now here you are. Emma has argued your case quite forcefully, but I remain unconvinced. Why should I commit treason? My whole legion would be punished for my mistake.”

“Why?” I rubbed at my face. “Because you know this is all fucked up. I mean, c’mon. Did you know Shalarra was planning to arrest me before I even responded? That there was a line of Aspirants waiting to work me over the moment I got thrown into that cell?”

“No,” said Hawke. “I didn’t know that.”

“Well, news flash, the leadership up in here is fucked up,” I said. “Taniel was corrupted. Covered in Qlipoth tattoos and without a collar in sight. And he was the guy placed in charge?”

I took a step forward and the soldiers bristled. I ignored them. Emma moved to my side, Neveah sliding in behind Valeria.

“I’m the savior, Hawke. I was chosen by Kether. When I lifted Shard it glowed. I’ve passed three trials. I’ve selected my companions as commanded. I’m it, I’m apparently the whole universe’s last chance to defeat Lilith, and what does Shalarra do?”

I shook my head. “You know I’m right. I saw it in your face during that meeting. You know that no mere human can second guess Kether. That’s what the trials are for. So back me up. We’ve got hours left before I have to hit the fourth trial. I need your help. Kether needs your help. Get me into that council chamber. Get me into the fourth trial.”

Hawke was nodding slowly, reluctantly even, and I felt a small shred of hope. “You’re right. The fact that you’ve escaped a locked cell and killed Taniel is further proof. I’d not heard of his corruption, and you can’t prove it, but that doesn’t change the truth of your words.”

“So you’ll help us?” I asked.

“Maybe.” He held up a hand to forestall my protest. “We need to address three issues first.”

“All right,” I said, biting back my vitriol. 

“First, what were you imagining I could do? How am I supposed to get you into that council chamber?”

“You’ve got a thousand men at your disposal, don’t you? If they’re anything like these guys you should be able to clear a path to the council chamber. I’ll just need another hundred to help me recapture Shard, and then I can enter the trial.”

“We’d have the element of surprise on our side, and so yes, I could probably overwhelm the Griffon Guard. Perhaps even recapture your magic blade. But shortly thereafter Constantin and my own General, Alexios, would learn of my betrayal. They’d send the two reserve armies to clear me away. It would be my thousand against over fifteen thousand fresh soldiers. What do you expect me to do then?”

I didn’t know what to say. My mind raced. I didn’t want war in the hallways of Bastion. Every soldier that died killing another was only helping Lilith.

Then it came to me.

“Soon as you get me inside, you retreat. Return down here. Submit yourself to being disciplined.”

Hawke raised an eyebrow. “If that’s meant to convince me you’re doing a poor job.”

“We can’t win this with military force,” I said. “Kether doesn’t want thousands dying for my cause. It simply wants me to pass the trials. That’s what I’ll do. I’ll pass the fourth trial, and when I emerge that will be all the vindication I need.”

“Shalarra didn’t respect your decisions after winning three trials. Why will she have a sudden change of heart after four?”

“Because,” I said, figuring it out as I went. “My fourth success will come after her power play failed. After I killed Taniel and escaped her prison. It will be Kether blessing me for sticking to my guns. A vindication of my decisions. A refutation of her argument. You guys are reconnaissance, right?”

Hawke nodded, thrown off by my sudden shift.

“Then your guys are good at infiltration, at intelligence work. We don’t need all thousand of them to get through to the council chamber. I’m sure several hundred are fine. The rest you send out there to set the stage. To frame the argument as Kether versus Shalarra. A public relations campaign. Talk to the rest of the army, to the other five armies. Get word out to the people of Bastion. To the Aspirants. Make everyone think of this fourth trial as Kether judging my fitness in the face of Shalarra’s disapproval.”

Silence. My heart was racing. I clenched and then forced myself to relax my fists. Watched Hawke’s face, trying to divine his thoughts before he opened his mouth.

“All right,” he said. “Now for my second issue. It’s a demand. You won’t accompany my men in recapturing Shard.”

I went to protest but he cut me off.

“You are not trained in the blade. You would slow my men down. Worse, you’d risk a stab in the gut or being captured by the enemy. No. You will move with the main force to the council chamber and await us there. You may be the savior, but you’re no hero. Yet.”

I gave a grudging nod. “All right. That makes sense. Now, we’re running out of time. How many do you think we’ll need to -”

“Now for my last condition,” said Hawke, speaking calmly over me. “Your fourth companion.”

“Right,” I said. “Can’t fourth trial it up without one. We were thinking of asking -”

“I have a candidate I want you to consider,” he said.

“ - Emma to - what?”

“My help is conditional on your taking my candidate as your fourth companion.” He raised his chin, eyes glittering. “If you agree to take her on, I’ll support you with every resource at my disposal.”

“Are you serious?” asked Imogen. “You’re holding the safety of the universe hostage to leverage your own candidate?”

“Yes,” said Hawke. “Precisely. Take it or leave it. I’ll not be shamed out of this demand.”

I simply gaped at him. One moment I’d felt like we were on the verge of victory, now the carpet had been yanked out from under me. “Who?”

“My younger sister,” said Hawke. “Brielle.”

“Brielle,” The name meant nothing to me, and then a memory surfaced. Long red hair, a voluptuous body clad in crimson leather armor, a superior smirk, pale gray eyes filled with nothing but caustic sarcasm. The blood drained from my face. “You’re kidding.”

“He has to be kidding you,” said Valeria. “Brielle? That spoiled… royal… oh damn. You really are brother and sister.”

“We are,” said Hawke. “Our parents are King Kalisan and Queen Althanas. We’ve been raised to consider the war against Lilith our primary concern, beyond even the struggles and trials that beset our own world. We have sacrificed everything to help in this war, and I must insist that Brielle be given the chance to do her part as a member of your team.”

“No,” I said, stepping back. “Brielle? Hell no. Plus she wouldn’t even agree. Each time we’ve met she’s done nothing but ridicule me.”

“You will need to earn her respect,” said Hawke with a cold smile. “That is true. She will test you and demand true leadership. But as I said. I am not interested in bartering. This is non-negotiable.”

“If Noah was into guys, or a girl himself,” asked Emma, “you’d insist on his taking you?”

Hawke nodded. “But he isn’t. So Brielle it must be. Now. Your decision?”

My mind was reeling. Brielle? Why? Of all the aspirants available, why her? I pinched the bridge of my nose. I could tell from Hawke’s voice that he meant what he said. If I wanted his help getting into the council chamber I had to accept. If I said no, then I’d have to come up with a completely new plan to get into the fourth trial within the next few hours, and I knew that was impossible.

As did Hawke, obviously.

“Damn you,” I said.

“Good. I’m going to send two hundred men with you. They’ll clear a path directly to the council chamber. Another hundred will secure key targets to prevent orders being given just before your arrival, while a second team of twenty will locate Brielle and bring her to meet you at the entrance to the trial. The rest of my men will be sent forth to wage this public relations battle, as you put it, and when the deed is done I will pull everyone back and pray for your success. Agreed?”

“Yeah, great, thanks.”

“We need to remove this collar,” said Imogen, giving hers a tug. “I can’t do anything till it’s off.”

“Nor can I,” said Neveah quietly. “My blade won’t respond till I can call it.”

Hawke raised an eyebrow. “I have a number of magicians amongst my men, but none who can remove a collar of nullification. What do you suggest?”

Imogen smiled. “I have an idea, actually. Since you’re already offending everybody, you might not even mind.”

Hawke raised an eyebrow. “Oh?”

I listened in as Imogen outlined her plan. But all I could think was that haughty, mocking visage, that ridiculously hot woman in crimson armor who’d tried to make my life hell since I’d arrived. 

Brielle. My fourth companion.

 


Chapter 21

 


 

 

Events moved quickly from there. Hawke was nothing if not efficient; he summoned two of his centenarians and had them assemble their men in the massive spoke hall; I waited with my companions and Emma as the forces arrived, the tromp of boots and the whispered mutterings of the soldiers enough to echo even within that massive hall. 

I have to admit, it was impressive. Within half an hour two hundred men were gathered, but not in ordered, military lines: these were more akin to rangers, Aragorn types who were hard bitten and didn’t look like they had the time or patience for parades or military punctilio. Clad in dark leather armor, each carrying what looked to be their own custom weapon, hair long or drawn back in pony tails, faces unshaven, I got the sense that each of them was worth ten of the gleaming Griffon Guards above.

The two centenarians were a cadaverous man who had all the warmth of an undertaker named Abrujo and a rotund fellow with lambchops and twinkling eyes that everyone called Rice and Beans. I didn’t get to ask why.

“We’ll commandeer every platform in shafts two and three,” said Abrujo. We stood in a small group, watching as the last of their men slunk in. “We’ll ascend simultaneously. Ten platforms, each carrying twenty men. It should take us twenty minutes to reach the council chamber floor. We’ll gather in the spoke hall and from their move to both suppress any excitable Aspirants as well as block stairways to the next floor where the bulk of the Griffon Guard are stationed.”

“We’ll move fast, yes?” Rice and Beans had his hands on his hips, lower lip jutting out. “No standing battles, no needless fighting. Captain told us to get you into the council chamber and hold the door till you enter the trial. Then we’re gone.”

“Right,” I said. I have to admit, it felt really weird to have these two men conferring with me as if I were of any importance. I mean, I knew I was important, but I kept feeling like someone else would step up and take over. Someone older, more experienced, wiser, anything. “What if the Griffon Guard launch a full attack?” 

“Centi Krug is securing the queen and will attempt to capture Captain Silantir, the leader of the Griffon Guard,” said Abrujo. “His primary focus will be to bring Shard down to you so that you can enter the trial. His men should keep the Griffons busy till we’re done.”

“Poor fuckers,” said Rice and Beans, shaking his head. “I’d not want to tangle with Krug and his boys for all the whisky in the universe.”

“That’s a lot of whisky,” I said.

“It is,” he replied.

Abrujo took control of the conversation again. “Any other questions?”

I looked over to Valeria, who shook her head. “No,” I said. “Seems pretty clear cut.”

“Then we simply await the word to begin. I will speak with my men.”

“As will I,” said Rice and Beans. “Nothing like repeating orders six times to make sure everybody understands them, eh?” He flashed me a bright smile, and then both Centi’s moved toward their soldiers.

“What do you think?” I asked, turning to my friends. “Looking good?”

“Yes,” said Valeria. “I believe so.”

“As long as all the moving pieces synchronize perfectly,” said Imogen, “I don’t see why we should worry.”

“Brielle,” said Emma. “How’s that going to work out?”

“Thanks Emma,” I said. “I was almost managing not to think about that.”

“Her father was a companion of the fourth savior,” said Neveah quietly. “Hawke is famous for his bravery and intelligence in war. Brielle might be an asset.”

“Her father was a companion?” I asked. “Huh. Like, recently?”

“No,” said Imogen. “The fourth savior left Bastion…” She paused, working it out. “Perhaps twenty years ago?”

“How old’s Brielle?” asked Emma. “She can’t be much more than that.”

“She isn’t,” said Valeria darkly. “I don’t think she ever met her father. He left shortly after she was born.”

“Oh,” I said. Well. That put a lot of her bitchiness into context. “Princess Brielle. You think she’s going to demand we call her that?”

“Who knows?” asked Valeria. “She’s going to push you as far as she can, then push you some more.”

“Sounds… delightful,” I said. “Anybody have anything good to say about her?”

My companions shared a look. 

“She’s a wickedly talented fighter,” said Valeria grudgingly. “And wields a flame blade. I’ve heard say it’s a relic from her home world. It can cut through steel.”

“That’s good,” I said. “Anything else?”

“I haven’t heard much about her,” said Imogen. “But she rose into the top 30 of the wisdom ladder briefly upon arriving, and then after a month completely fell away.”

“She lose her ability to do magic?” I asked.

“I doubt it,” said Imogen. “More likely she decided to not enter in public magic competitions to achieve rankings. I can’t guess her rationale, however.”

“Interesting. So she’s a good fighter, has a flaming sword, and can maybe do some magic. That doesn’t sound… too bad.”

Valeria leaned her weight on one hip. “Plus I’ve heard it said that she’s not entirely unpleasant to the eye. You might consider that an asset, given what saviors and companions usually end up doing.”

God damnit. I blushed and coughed into my fist. Everyone but Neveah seemed to enjoy my discomfort. “Right. Because, ah, bedding Brielle is going to be oh so delightful.”

“As long as she doesn’t bring up your propensity for urinating on yourself, I’m sure you’ll do fine,” said Imogen, her face a picture of innocence.

“What? How’d you know about that? And that only happened - well, twice!” My blush burned hotter, and even worse, Neveah was looking at me curiously now. She’d clearly been the last of them to not know this. “C’mon! No fair! It’s not like I was ready for this stuff, you know?”

Imogen was nodding supportively, wide eyed, and Valeria was masking her smile by ducking her chin and covering her mouth. Emma grinned and punched me in the arm. “Don’t worry. I’m sure they’ll leave that detail out of all the songs.”

“Songs?” I asked, already despairing.

“Of course,” said Valeria. “The savior of the universe will be immortalized in all art forms. We’ll just have to make sure Brielle doesn’t sabotage you by being left alone with the artists after we’re all said and done.”

An image of me, resplendent in bronze upon a plinth, holding Shard up in victory while a cunningly hidden faucet poured water down the inside of my leg flashed before my mind’s eye. I groaned and shook my head.

A commotion by the stairwell fortunately drew my eye. A man had emerged from the stairwell, breathing heavily and staggering, and for a moment I thought him injured, but no; Abrujo and Rice and Beans moved to speak with him, and then turned decisively to their men.

“Time to move! My men to the front. Rice and Bean’s to the rear. The savior and his companions dead center. When we reach the first shaft, my men will escort the savior up. Rice and Beans will move to the next shaft and rejoin with us up top.”

He paused and surveyed his men. That’s when I realized what was going on, and felt a shiver of appreciation: this was the moment when the commander rallied his troops before battle. How many times had I seen this done in the movies? Sure, Abrujo wasn’t riding back and forth before them on a white stallion with a standard fluttering in the wind, but this was as close as I’d ever come to war.

And right now, much as I hated to say it, I found it all pretty thrilling. Even if Abrujo wasn’t reaching for thrilling tricks of rhetoric. His men looked too cynical and experienced to fall for that kind of rabble rousing speech.

“Don’t draw weapons unless provoked. Don’t respond to questions with anything more than ‘everything is under control’. We’re looking to subdue the Aspirants and general population with confusion, not blades. If anybody does try to make an issue of this, tell them we’ve received our orders from Shalarra herself. Am I clear?”

There was a general rumble of assent from the men.

“Then let’s get moving. Savior, place yourself behind my men over there. Stay in a tight group with your people. Don’t cause any problems. Let’s go.”

Don’t cause any problems?

My thrill was instantly replaced by annoyance. What did he think I was, a second grader liable to wander off?

Still, there was no time to grumble. We moved into position and soldiers closed around us on all sides, Rice and Beans standing just behind us as he led his men. He gave me a friendly grin and a thumb’s up, and I managed to swallow my pride and smile nervously back.

We moved. I couldn’t make out much surrounded as I was on all sides, but we jogged down the great hall, through the connecting corridor and then slowed as the front of the column fed into the shaft room and onto the platforms. For about five minutes we just shuffled forward, and then finally emerged into the shaft, where I was led to a platform and loaded up with another fifteen men, Abrujo being one of them.

Chains creaked. Curt orders were given. The tromp of boots echoed off the walls, and then we were all in position. Emma slipped her hand into mine and gave it a squeeze, and then as one the chains sparked to life and we began to ascend.

The excitement turned to boredom after about ten minutes. None of the soldiers looked interested in small talk, and we were so squished in that there was no way to have a private conversation with my companions. So instead we just stood, pressed in on all sides, always glancing up to check our progress. We climbed. And climbed. I shifted my weight, yearned to stretch. We climbed, and climbed. Twenty minutes? Thirty? It was impossible to tell the passage of time. Again it was driven home to me how huge Bastion was, and then with a mighty clank we arrived.

The men moved swiftly, streaming off their platforms to surround the operators and move them away. I only caught glimpses of this through the ranks, heard shouts of confusion and anger, but then my platform was up and we hurried onto the surrounding ledge and without pause plunged into a hallway.

We moved at a brisk walk, and soon were making our way through the massive halls of caramel marble. I expected shouts, screams, the clash of blades, but when I saw Aspirants or servants they were all standing back, looking unsure of themselves, huddled in groups and watching us pass.

I felt the first flickers of real hope. Perhaps this was going to work. Perhaps the human tendency to not question authority figures was proving literally universal. We made good time, and only stopped when we reached the council chamber itself.

I rose to my tiptoes and saw a squadron of some twenty Griffon Guards standing before the doorway, their captain shouting out questions that I couldn’t quite make out.

Abrujo pushed his way to the fore and engaged the man in quiet conversation. The soldiers around me shifted, but nobody seemed nervous. I glanced at my companions: Valeria was as calm as the soldiers, Imogen focused and still, Neveah as expressionless as a statue. Only Emma seemed to share my nervousness, and she reached out to squeeze my hand again.

Precisely on time, Rice and Beans came marching up from another hallway, another hundred men at his back. They stopped on the guards’ far side, and there simply loomed, looking utterly menacing and ready for violence.

It was clearly the final straw. The captain barked a command, and the Griffon guards stepped aside, moving to the wall and there they began surrendering their weapons to Abrujo’s men. 

A corridor opened up before us, and we hurried forward to where Abrujo and Rice and Beans stood by the council chamber door. 

I couldn’t help but grin. “Smoothly done.”

“We’re not finished yet.” Abrujo’s tone was grim. “The room beyond is supposed to be empty, but I’ll send my men in first to be sure. Then we’ll have to wait and see what kind of response our incursion prompts until the trial begins.”

Rice and Beans pushed open the council door and stepped inside, hand on the hilt of his blade. I peered around him and saw that the room was indeed empty. 

“All clear,” he said, stepping back out. “Savior?”

I entered, and in doing so felt a giddy sense of relief. My companions stepped in right after me, and I turned to grin at them, not quite believing we were back here.

“Well done,” said Valeria, the corner of her lips quirking up in a smile. “It was very improbable, but we’re here.”

“Several other pieces have to fall into place, however,” said Imogen. “Shard. Brielle. Our collars.”

“Still.” I inhaled deeply. “This part was a complete success. We’re that much closer to the fourth trial.”

There was activity by the doorway, and I turned to see the soldiers bow and step back. Shalarra? I wondered for a terrified second - had she taken control of the soldiers?

And then Brielle stepped into view.

She stopped in the doorway, hands on her generous hips, and surveyed us with glittering eyes. She was wearing her skin-tight crimson armor as before, but had pulled her flaming hair into a high pony tail so that it cascaded down over her shoulders and back like a waterfall of fire.

Her gray eyes locked on my own, and she shook her head. “Amazing. You’re not dead yet.”

“Hello Brielle,” I said, trying to keep my tone neutral.

She entered the room and such was her presence that I felt like stepping back. Princess Brielle, I thought. No wonder she was such a bitch. People had been treating her like royalty since she was born.

“My brother has made our situation exceptionally clear,” she said, words clipped. “I have no choice in this matter, apparently. I want you to know that you’re the last person I would choose to bond with, and that I do so only for the sake of the universe, not because I in any way find your remotely interesting, attractive, or think you have any chance of success.”

“A pleasure to see you,” I croaked. “As always.”

She snorted. “Valeria. Evil librarian. And this must be Neveah.” She looked the dark haired girl up and down. “A gift from the enemy, I’ve been told. I see I’m going to have to do all the heavy lifting around here.”

“I’m going to slap her,” said Valeria. “Can I? Please?”

“Just you try it, you mannish ape,” said Brielle, hand moving to the hilt of her blade. 

“Sorry,” said Valeria, tone still conversational. “Not slap her. Punch her.”

“Look, hold up,” I said. “First, you’re right, Brielle. Nobody wanted this. But these are the cards we were dealt, right? So can we try not to insult each other and start fights right before the trial?”

“Oh grow up,” said Brielle. “We’re all supposed to be adults here. Except you, possibly. I’m going to speak my mind as I see fit.”

I massaged my temples. Brielle was exactly the kind of girl I did everything I could to avoid in college. Stunningly attractive, arrogant, self-entitled and cruel. The kind of girl that made me want to sink into the ground whenever they sneered at me, that made me think I’d never outgrow the title of ‘nerd’ or be taken seriously by the cool people of the world.

And now I was saddled with her forever.

“You may have been a princess before,” said Imogen, voice cold enough to crack ice, “But you’re merely one of us now. No better, no worse.”

“Not true,” said Brielle. “I’m far better. One: I’m not corrupted by consorting with the enemy. Two: I wasn’t nearly sentenced to death for learning illegal magics. Three: I have some fair amount of magic talent, making me better than an ape who can only  swing a sword.” Her smile could have been weaponized and used to cut steel. “Clearly there’s no comparison.”

“What’s your point, Brielle?” I pressed my fingers against my temple. “Do you even have one?”

“My point is that you’re as lucky to have me as I’m unlucky to be forced into your ridiculous little group. You literally wouldn’t be here if it weren’t for my brother. If we succeed - which I doubt - you will all owe it to my family.”

“Can we gag her?” asked Valeria. “Just a gag. And bind her hands behind her back. And leave her in a closet somewhere?”

“You’ll regret those words,” said Brielle, smile becoming brittle.

“Honestly,” said Emma. “Grow the fuck up. I mean, the stakes couldn’t be any higher, could they? Do you have to act like you’re still in high school?”

Brielle didn’t even look at her. “Ah. The nobody friend that piss-pants brought with him. Seems she hasn’t been trained to respect her superiors.”

Emma rolled her eyes. 

A group marched in through the doorway composed of six soldiers and Head Librarian Grunwin. He was pale and shaking with anger, and at the sight of us he spat on the floor.

“What is the meaning of this?” His voice was choked with anger. “You have caused more trouble than you can imagine, you -”

“Enough,” said Imogen, stepping forward. “I was the one that had you summoned, dear master. I require a service of you and then you can go. Remove the collars from Neveah and myself.”

“Remove -? Ha!” He grinned at her, the expression more snarl than anything else. “If I can render Bastion and Kether one last service by refusing to aid you, than I shall!”

“We’re about to enter the fourth trial,” I said. “Let Kether be our judge. Please. Take off these collars so we can give it our best.”

“You murdered Taniel,” said Grunwin. “You’ve begun a civil war within Bastion. Enlisted the most corrupt into your company, freed fiends from their jails. What gross misdeeds haven’t you done, Noah? Are you going to open the gates to the enemy next?”

“No,” I said. “Just the door to the fourth trial. Now please. Take off these collars so we can do what Kether brought us here to do.”

“Your ignorance is repugnant,” said Grunwin, drawing himself up. “You know nothing about Kether beyond the name and perhaps a sentence or two that you’ve overheard. Do not think to lecture me on the meaning of all this. I can read the signs, see the portents, and calculate just how devastating this all is to our chances of success. You are a callow, lustful fool, Noah. You are our doom.”

I didn’t know what to say. As far as ‘no’ went, that was pretty damn definitive. I looked sidelong at Imogen. She was glaring at her former master, hands opening and closing as if she was actively dreaming of wrapping her fingers around his neck. 

Could we force him to cast the spell? Would Abrujo and Rice and Beans let us coerce him at sword’s point? Or would attempting to do so result in his casting offensive magics against our number? If he was powerful enough to remove a collar of nullification, then who knew what kind of attack spells he had at his command?

“Grunwin.” Brielle’s voice was an irritated snap. “This is all very tiresome.”

The head librarian frowned. “Brielle Isladis?”

“Princess Isladis,” corrected Brielle. “And yes, I am aware of my own identity, thank you very much. I command you to remove these collars immediately.”

Grunwin gaped. “But - for all the reasons I just gave, I cannot - will not -”

“You are a learned man, Grunwin, are you not?” She didn’t give him time to respond. “You are familiar with the basic history of Bastion? At the very least of the past five hundred years, yes? Then you must be familiar - even if only passingly - with the role my family has played in defending Kether and promoting the interests of the Source across the universe.”

“But of course, I know -”

“My great, great grandfather, King Jaran, first of his name, rose to the Burning Throne after defeating Black Willik’s attempt to suborn the principles of the Crown. He opened formal relations with Bastion with the aid of the Wandering Magus, and ever since we have sent our finest to assist defend the realm of Kether.”

“Yes, of course, I know this quite -”

“His son, my great grandfather King Orlan, led the first inquest into the rising activities stemming from Lilith’s realm. It was thanks to his investigations that we became aware of the impending dangers that were poised to sweep out of the Qlipothic spheres. Of course, you recall that he gave his life in doing so.”

“Princess, there’s no need -”

“My grandfather and grandmother, King Jaran the Second and Queen Ulienne, were instrumental in helping assemble the first army of Bastion, lending both resources, time, and ultimately donating half of our royal army to form the core.”

Grunwin stared unhappily at his feet. 

Brielle raised an eyebrow. “Am I boring you, Grunwin?”

“No, princess. But if I could just -”

“My father, head librarian, was chosen as a companion to the fourth savior nearly two decades ago. An honor that outweighed all of my family’s previous accomplishments. He gave his life for the cause. My brother is a captain in the second army. I am an Aspirant, and ready to give my own life. And I tell you now, with the weight of five generations of Isladis behind my words, that you are not fit to judge whom does or does not undertake the trial. I am. And as unimpressive as Noah and his companions may be, I have been chosen to steer him true, and I give you my word as a descendant of Jaran the First that they will work for the benefit of Kether, and that if we are to be found wanting, it shall be by Kether itself, the Source, the Crown to which my family has inextricably bound its fate, and not by you, Grunwin.”

The silence after her words was heavy, oppressive. She glared at the librarian, who refused to meet her eyes. 

“Now. Remove these collars immediately and return to your library.”

Grunwin reached up to wipe sweat from his brow. His hand was shaking once more. He cast a nervous glance up at Brielle then looked away as if scalded.

“Very - very well, your highness. As - as you command.”

Brielle gave a curt nod and stepped back.

Grunwin’s face was darkening with emotion - whether anger or shame or humiliation I couldn’t say, but I could see the sweat running down his temple and dotting his upper lip. Dude clearly wasn’t happy.

Even so, he raised both hands and looked to Imogen and Neveah. Then he spoke a single, crackling word of power, and both collars jerked and fell apart in their hands.

“The Source have mercy on my soul,” whispered Grunwin.

“Yes, yes, thank you for your assistance, librarian, you may go.” Brielle waited with a raised eyebrow till the man shuffled off, escorted by the same team, and then turned to us. “Honestly, I’ve no idea how you’ve managed to get this far without me.”

“Thank you,” said Imogen, tossing the pieces of her collar onto the table. She massaged her neck and then smiled at me. “Back in action.”

Neveah dropped her collar to the ground, where it clunked, and then raised her hand into the air and called out a single, harsh word, a name that crashed upon us like a rolling wave of thunder. “Morghothilim!”

As before, the shadows immediately began to coil in the air around Neveah’s hand, flickers of purple electricity shooting through them like summer lighting in the belly of distant clouds. A moment later her insanely long sword appeared, curved like a katana and easily five feet in length. 

Nobody spoke. 

Neveah lowered the sword and took hold of it in both hands, drawing a foot of live metal from the scabbard to reveal the undulating purple striations running across the matt black. She slammed it home then gave me a nod. “Ready.”

I gotta admit, a shiver ran through me at how bad-ass she seemed, and even Brielle had nothing shitty to say.

“Now we just need Shard to arrive,” I said. “And we’ll be good to go.”

“My brother will secure it,” said Brielle carelessly. “Worry instead about your ability to wield it without cutting off your leg.”

“I’ve already passed through three trials, you know,” I said. 

“I know. The odds must have been astronomical.” She crossed her arms over her full chest and leaned back against the wall, the leather portion of her armor making this stretching sound as it accommodated her figure. “A miracle in its own right.”

“Ignore her,” said Valeria. “It’s your best bet.”

“Look,” said Emma. “The door!”

I turned. The trial door had begun to glow gold. The twelve hours were up. “How long do we have before it shuts down?”

“Not long,” said Imogen. “A minute at most, though I’d not be surprised if it was much less.”

“Stand before the door then,” said Valeria, voice sharp. “We’ll not have much time once the sword arrives.”

We bunched before the doorway. Everyone except Emma, who went to stand beside Rice and Beans. I held her gaze. She should have been the one entering this trial with me. I felt a confusion of emotions: relief that she would stay safe, regret that we’d not bond, anger at Brielle for forcing her way between us. 

“It’s starting to fade,” whispered Neveah.

And it was. The glow was already dimming. I pressed my palm against the door, hoping desperately that my status as savior might trigger it to open. No luck.

“They coming?” I called to the guards at the other door.

They shook their head. 

“C’mon, c’mon,” I whispered. “Imogen, any magic you can do to keep this running longer?”

Instead of just saying ‘no’ like I’d expected her to, Imogen instead closed her eyes and pressed her palm to the ground, where she murmured a spell and frowned. 

Her frown deepened, and then she shook her head and rose. “No. The sheer amount of power flowing through the door is such that I don’t even register beside it. Like comparing a firefly to the sun. This is Kether’s might we’re witnessing. I can’t extend it.”

The glow was fading by the second. Already I could make out the details of the normal door beyond the luminescence. 

“They have to bring it,” said Valeria, voice fraught with desperation. “We’ve come so close, accomplished so much.”

“What a waste of my time,” said Brielle. “All this for -”

“Savior!”

The cry split the air. A man burst into the room and before I could register anything hurled a scabbarded blade in my direction. It whipped tip over pommel right at me, and in a panic I threw out my hands to try and catch it or batter it down.

Neveah snagged the sword cleanly out of the air and pressed it against my chest. “Go!”

I threw myself sideways into the barely glowing door. I fully expected to bounce off its unyielding surface, but instead I passed through, and toppled into the Fourth Trial.

 


Chapter 22

 


 

 

We appeared outside a castle at night. Its massive walls rose high above us like the faces of a cliff, and I could make out towers and a great central keep looming even higher within the walls. 

Darkness and forest lay all around us, and the road on which we stood was of crushed gravel that glowed palely in the light of the full moon. A warm summer breeze caused the forest to whisper as if conferring about us, and brought the faint strains of music from the castle to where we stood.

“You can’t be serious,” said Imogen. “We’re supposed to storm an entire castle?”

“No, look,” said Valeria. “The main entrance is open. Portcullis is raised, see? Looks like people are entering.”

She was right. A massive drawbridge was lowered over the moat, and torches burned brightly outside the gate, where a score of guards in plate armor stood greeting robed strangers who were entering in small groups. 

“An event of some kind?” I asked. 

“Obviously,” said Brielle. “It looks like a celebration. The music has a festive air.”

“People approach,” said Neveah. “Off the path.”

We followed her lead and slipped into the underbrush, crouching down behind the trees to watch as a party of six rounded the curve and crunched their way past us. They all wore somber cloaks of black with hoods lowered over their heads, but leaning forward I caught a glimpse of fantastical faces - no, masks - carved like those from the Venetian Carnival. 

“Brielle’s right,” whispered Valeria. “Celebrants.”

“What are we supposed to do?” I asked. “Go party?”

“Enter the castle, for sure,” said Imogen. She was crouched beside me, her hip against mine. “The exit must lie within.”

“We’ll not be admitted dressed like this,” said Brielle. “Well, I might, but they’ll direct the rest of you to the servant’s entrance. We’ll need to acquire costumes.”

“No stores in sight,” said Valeria with a feral smile. “I say we relieve the next band that comes by of their outfits.”

“All right,” I said. “Then what? We dress up, sneak inside…?”

“We’ll improvise,” said Valeria. “Adapt as we learn more.”

“Fair enough,” I said, not liking that aspect of the plan. “Sneak inside, figure out what’s happening, then find the portal. Beats having to deal with animating statues of eldritch horrors.”

“You don’t know what we’ll find inside,” said Imogen with an impish smile. “Could be the stuff of nightmares.”

I wanted to pinch her, but restrained myself. Instead I just hip checked her hard enough to make her have to stick out a hand to catch her balance. She grinned and adjusted her glasses.

“Another party approaches,” said Neveah.

“How does she know?” asked Brielle. “I don’t hear - oh.”

The crunch of footsteps grew louder, and then five strangers rounded the curve in the path. 

“Follow my lead,” said Valeria. “Brielle, you’re with me in the front. Neveah, cut off their retreat. Imogen, Noah, you move them off the path and out of sight.”

“Can you all try not to get into a fight?” asked Brielle, already sounding disappointed with us. “I don’t want to get blood all over my costume.”

The party drew closer. They spoke to each other in a carefree manner, and one of the women laughed, a light, lilting sound that spoke of excitement and nerves. 

When they drew next to us Valeria stepped out, unshouldering her battle ax, Brielle one step behind.

“Good evening,” said Brielle a split second before Valeria could speak. “Please, let me apologize in advance for the crudity which is about to ensue.”

The party stiffened, pressing back against each other, and then almost as one turned to see Neveah standing in in the path behind them, her demon blade propped over one shoulder. 

“We are in need of your costumes,” said Brielle, her voice the perfect blend of haughtiness and impatience. “So step off the path, if you will, and this need not become violent.”

I stepped out of the shadows and drew Shard, Imogen but one step behind me. Our appearance clinched the deal; the man in the lead raised his hands.

“We don’t want any trouble,” he said. “Please. Whatever you desire.”

Brielle made a flicking motion with her blade. “Over there, then.”

A few moments later we’d stepped into the forest deep enough to lose sight of the path. The strangers weren’t armed, and clustered together, glancing at us in fear.

“Remove your robes,” said Valeria, her voice hard and flat in comparison to Brielle’s. “Now.”

The man did so first, opening his down the center, flipping his hood off and shrugging his way out of it. He wore a medieval outfit, doublet and hose, all in black with golden trim, and when he pulled off his golden fox mask I saw that he was about my age.

The others were all women, and their costumes were - how shall I put this - very pleasing to the eye. 

“Remove all of your clothing,” said Valeria. “No complaining. You’ll be left here for no longer than an hour before we send others to collect you.”

“All of our - you can’t be serious!” said one of the women.

Valeria turned to stare at her, and the woman said no more.

The next five minutes were incredibly distracting. I busied myself putting on the man’s outfit, and was relieved to find that not only did it fit, but it fit well. The four women stripped down to their underclothes - or less, in some cases, and then pressed back against the trees, arms and hands covering their nudity.

Valeria took the belts from each robe and used it to tie our prisoners to the trees, forcing them to sit with their backs to the trunks before trussing them up.

“I can’t wear this,” said Imogen, holding up a scanty outfit.

“You have to,” said Valeria. “We’ll be asked to take off our robes once we enter. We can’t go in as we are.”

“No. This is too revealing.” Imogen’s voice grew tight. “Trust me. I must remain covered up. I’ll risk it with my own clothing.”

Everyone paused and considered her, then turned to me. 

“She can remain as she is,” I said. “Of us all, her outfit looks the most like a costume anyway. We’ll provide her with cover.”

Imogen mouthed ‘thank you’ at me and stepped to the side.

“Which leaves the rest of us to wear these… indignities,” said Brielle. She picked up one outfit. It was a one piece corset with a plunging neckline. 

“Hurry up,” I said, grinning at her. “Trial’s a wasting.”

She narrowed her eyes and stared venomously at me, then stepped out of sight behind a tree. Damn. I’d hoped for a show.

Valeria and Neveah did the same, and for a few minutes I listened to them curse as they wriggled and pulled on their outfits. 

Brielle stepped out first. I pushed off the tree, my manhood immediately going hard. She looked fucking amazing, her full breasts swelling over the top of her corset, fishnet tights descending to knee high black boots. Her hourglass figure was wickedly accentuated, and she looked luscious, all hips and narrow waist and overflowing breasts.

Brielle raised her blade so that its tip pointed at me, and a second later it blazed to life, lighting up the small clearing with its lurid flames. “Don’t. Get any ideas.”

“Of course not,” I snapped, leaning back against the tree. I searched for a witty rejoinder, but nothing came to mind. I’d never seen such a sensual combination of an athletic frame with such curves.

A moment later Valeria stepped out from behind her tree. Her physique was wrapped in a smoky gauze, a black dress that stopped high on her muscular thighs and swooped up over one shoulder, leaving the other bare. The material was practically see through, except for key areas that were darkened alluringly. I could make out her geometric tattoos across her thighs, and when she turned, picking at the short dress and trying to pull it down, I saw the same tattoos hinted at through the back of her dress.

“What?” she asked, meeting my eyes.

“Nothing,” I said. “I mean, you look - you look amazing.”

She blushed and looked down at herself again, trying to pull the hem of her skirt down once more. It rode so high that I’d see her panties if she bent over. “It feels weird to wear something like this.”

“No comment,” said Brielle.

I stepped up to Valeria and looked her up and down, not disguising my appreciation as I did so. Her large breasts were supported by a band of dark material that wrapped around her chest, and like Brielle it was clearly too tight; while I felt sorry for Valeria, I couldn’t help but admire how smoking hot she looked. “You look good,” I said. “Really, really good.”

She curled a strand of golden hair over her ear and smiled. “Thanks.”

Neveah emerged last. Hers was the closest to a ball gown of them all, but even hers was cut to arouse one’s desire; black fabric hugged her hips but was slit down one side from the hip, so as she walked I caught flashes of her pale, perfect skin. Above the waist however the fabric become black lace, like large ebon snowflakes falling down her bare torso, clustering around her breasts and barely rising up over her shoulders. 

I opened my mouth to compliment her and then stopped. She was staring at me, her expression inscrutable. Won’t… won’t fuck you, I heard her say. That vicious warning. No matter that she looked sexy as fuck, with her black mane of hair falling down to her rear like a waterfall of ink. Never mind that she possessed a beauty all her own, an angular, feminine grace that was distinct from Valeria’s leonine power and Brielle’s voluptuous curves. Neveah had a supermodel’s physique, I realized; legs that went forever, slender torso, angular shoulders, pronounced clavicles, a long neck, and model’s face, with breasts that would perfectly fit your cupped hand if you ever got lucky enough to touch them.

Neveah raised her demon blade, took a fistful of her hair and slashed it just above her eyes. 

I blinked in shock.

She cast her hair aside, and I realized she’d just given herself a ragged set of bangs; they hung across her brow at an oblique angle, rough edged, parting naturally just before her eyes and reaching almost down to the bridge of her nose.

“Ready,” she said. 

I gulped. “Great. You look… uh… never mind.”

Not my slickest moment.

“Now,” said Valeria, crouching down before the bound man. As she did, however, her skirt crept up nearly to her waist. She cursed and rose to her feet. “A few more questions and we’ll be on our way.”

“Valeria dear, why don’t you let me handle this?” asked Brielle, stepping forward and interposing herself. “Unless you plan to seduce him into responding by flashing him everything you have?”

I reached forward and touched Valeria’s bare shoulder just as she tensed up.

“Now,” said Brielle, sweeping her mane of crimson hair over one shoulder and sort of sideways crouching before the man. “Tell us the name of this castle.”

The man’s eyes rounded as he stared straight at Brielle’s chest. “I - uh - “

“Up here,” she said, reaching out and lifting his chin with one finger.

“The castle?”

“Mmmhmm,” she said, the kind of sound you might make while licking a spoon covered in chocolate cake batter. 

“Castle Orlock,” he said.

“And there’s a Lord Orlock within?”

“Lady Orlock,” he said, eyes flickering down Brielle’s body once more before he caught himself and looked back up.

“And tonight’s event…?”

“To celebrate her new spell,” he said. “Something about opening a bridge between worlds. I - I don’t know the details.”

“Were there invitations?”

He nodded again. “All five are in the pouch the young master there is wearing.”

I checked. He was right. Within my new belt pouch were five octagonal coins stamped with a pair of intertwined snakes. “These?”

He nodded.

“Does the castle have any defenses we should know of?”

“Defenses? Guards. Lots of guards.”

“Any dragons, monsters, traps..?” 

The man gaped.

“Never mind. Anything else we should know? No? Very well. You’ve been most obliging,” said Brielle, tracing a line down his cheek, and then rising to her feet.

Hot damn. For just five seconds she’d turned on the charm and melted the man to near inability to focus or talk. Even from behind her I’d felt the weight of her charisma. 

Neveah swept her cloak around herself, pulled on her mask, and flipped up the hood. We followed suite, and soon stepped back out onto the trail. 

Brielle moved to the fore and led the way out of the woods and up to the castle. It was a monstrous building, and there was something brutal in its construction, its imposing size and how it dominated the night sky. Shadows moved between the distant crenellations, and I felt our approach to be monitored by countless eyes.

The music grew louder as we approached. I’d never heard the like. A haunting waltz, perhaps, just a little too slow to dance to, and somehow shot through with menace and melancholia both. 

We crossed the drawbridge. It was so large it didn’t even shake beneath our feet. Joined the sparse crowd waiting to be allowed in, and my hopes of overhearing something of import were dashed by the communal silence. 

The group before us was processed by the guards, each depositing an octagonal coin in the wooden coffer held by the captain, and then bid pass on into the castle. Then it was our turn, and with nerveless fingers I dropped the five coins in the coffer. The guard nodded, held up five fingers, then pointed inside.

I passed under the portcullis and into a tunnel. Dark slits along the walls were no doubt the murder holes - were guards watching us pass through even now?

Then we emerged into the bailey and my thoughts were dashed by what I beheld. The space was massive, and lanterns were strung on great cords from wall to wall in countless number, so that a profusion of flickering flames within crimson and orange tinted glass containers hung above us, casting everything into a sensual refulgence. 

The music swirled about the people who mingled and gathered in knots, all of them cloaked, all of them wearing exotic and grotesque masks. Servants clad in rough crimson robes like those of monastic novices wandered through their ranks, trays of drinks in hand. Laughter spiraled up into the air, and in the center people danced.

There they moved, having discarded their robes, and all of them were clad in revealing, alluring outfits. Some danced alone, swaying as if lost to the music, others circled each other like predators. Some clasped hands in groups of five or six and slowly spun, while others slunk between the others like cats.

And in their center, on a stage, its edge surrounded by countless crimson lanterns buried in mounds of roses, stood a young woman clad in white, bound with her wrists crossed above her head, affixed to a wooden stake.

Momentum carried us perhaps a dozen yards into the bailey, and there we slowed and stopped.

“Is that - is that kindling piled around the woman’s feet?” asked Valeria, peering over the heads of the crowd.

“Are they going to burn her?” I asked. 

Brielle snagged a drink from a passing tray and lifted her mask enough to take a sip.

I tore my eyes away. “We have to find Lady Orlock. We have to stay focused.”

But saying so was easy. The music was hypnotic, trance inducing, and a sweet smoke hung in the air. I could feel my senses growing sluggish, colors more vivid. 

“Let’s keep moving,” said Valeria. “We’re drawing attention to ourselves.”

I followed her lead, along the inside of the wall, and tried to make myself think: how was this a trial? The first three had involved fighting, battling for our lives. Pain. Swords. Blood. 

This was the opposite. Smoke, music, lantern light and celebrants. 

My thoughts were growing turgid. The equivalent of wading through mud. I glanced at my companions and saw that Neveah had pressed the edge of her hood to her mask’s nose, and promptly did the same.

“The smoke,” said Imogen. “Smells of cisma. A mild narcotic.”

I tried awkwardly to cover my face with the crook of my elbow, but the mask made it a futile endeavor, and besides, I couldn’t walk around like that. I’d draw attention immediately. With reluctance I dropped my arm.

We moved through the crowd, which turned to regard us, but not with undue suspicion. Valeria led us around the stage, staying away from the dancing, and toward the keep.

“One moment,” said Imogen. We slowed, stopped as she took a drink from a passing tray, and then I winced as she promptly dropped it on the floor.

“What -?”

But she crouched beside it and pressed her palm to the ground.

Oh.

A moment later she rose. “I can’t sense what’s happening within the keep. My magic is held at bay. One thing I am sure of however is that the portal is at the top. I can sense it burning up there.”

“Then we go in,” said Valeria. 

“I’ll handle this,” said Brielle, finishing her drink and handing it to a servant. “Follow.”

We did so. When we reached the keep’s main door, I saw a score or more of guards arrayed before it, but these were clad in arresting plate armor, each one shaped along organic curves suggesting beasts, their helms molded into frightful, demonic images. Bronze metal gleamed in the lamplight, and for some reason - perhaps it was the smoke - I found them unreasonably horrible.

Brielle stepped up and a guard armored in the form of a bull raised his hand. “Only the select may enter the keep. Do you have the password?”

Brielle lifted her chin as if affronted. “We are Lady Orlock’s treasured guests. Step aside.”

The guard didn’t even bother to respond.

Brielle flipped her hair. “How may one acquire the password, then? Answer me, churl. Immediately.”

The man stepped back into rank and remained silent.

Imogen stepped up alongside Brielle. “Let me handle this.”

“What can you -”

Imogen gave a curtsy, muttering something as she did so, then fixed the guard with her gaze. “Please, Lady Orlock is expecting us. Let us through.”

The man stiffened, than bowed his head. “Of course. Remove your cloaks and weapons and enter.”

Brielle gaped, which made Imogen’s slight smile all the more smug.

How had Imogen done that? Grateful for my mask, I shucked my robe and handed it to a guard. Then I hesitated. Leave Shard with them? Surely I shouldn’t do that?

“My blade,” I said. “I need to keep it with me.”

“Then you cannot enter,” said the guard. 

There were over twenty of the guards, with many more close by. We could probably fight our way through. But what lay within? Would we have to fight our way through the whole keep?

The guard was watching me with a flat, indifferent stare. What should I do? The smoke was making it so hard to think. 

“Let him keep his blade,” said Imogen.

The knight placed his gauntleted hand to his helm and gave it a shake. “That… that I cannot do.”

Imogen scowled and shook her head at me.

Gritting my teeth I removed Shard from my belt and handed it to the guard. I couldn’t risk a full on fight right now. We needed to continue. My companions did the same and then disrobed, and in moments I was surrounded by bare flesh and alluring curves.

God damn. How had I ended up here, with such company, living such an experience?

Brielle led the way inside then turned on Imogen, stabbing a finger into her chest. “What was that? How did you coerce -”

“Psyche-imperium,” said Imogen, voice sweet. “Have you heard of it, dear Brielle? With that power I can twist the mind of men and women alike. I can give you a direct demonstration if you desire.”

“I - no.” Brielle drew herself up. “There is no need.”

“Was that the right move?” I asked, glancing back at the castle entrance. We stood in a short corridor that led to what looked like a massive kitchen, massive steps to our right clearly being the way to go. “Leaving our weapons?”

“I don’t like it,” said Valeria. “But this doesn’t seem to be a martial trial.”

“I can summon my blade if need be,” said Neveah, voice somber, little more than a whisper, and god damn if that wasn’t a comforting thought.

“What’s done is done,” said Imogen. “We still have our magic. Let’s proceed.”

We climbed the steps and emerged into a great hall. Everywhere I looked I saw something to hold my attention. Couples on elegant couches kissing, licking each other. Bored looking men and women of indescribable beauty lounging, sauntering, caressing each other in passing. The walls were draped with tapestries on which stags hunted men and women, while a massive fire raged within a fireplace so large three whole bulls could have been roasted within.

The smoke was thicker here, cloying and sweet. My thoughts felt increasingly wooly and diffuse. 

Neveah stepped forth first, gliding like a dancer through the crowd. Valeria and Brielle went next, and I brought up the rear with Imogen. 

Again I asked myself: what was the nature of this trial? To convince Lady Orlock to send us through her portal? To…? My mind drew a blank. I was incredibly aware of my body. Of the sensation of clothing across my skin. Of how fine my companions looked. How they drew the eyes of others.

Brielle broke away and approached a couple. She stepped in close, then leaned into the man as he made a comment and laughed. I couldn’t hear what she said, but watched with avid interest as she spoke with them, her body language completely changed. She seemed to melt into them, suggestive and intimate. She traced a nail down the man’s chest, then laughed again, kissed his cheek, and rejoined us.

“Lady Orlock is upstairs. Come.”

She led us through the hall and to a second stairwell within the wall. We ascended, and stepped out into a hallway where two guards in Venetian masks stood before a massive door.

“Your business?” asked the one on the left.

“To see Lady Orlock,” I replied, stepping forward. 

“You are willing to pay the Maculate price?”

I hesitated. 

“Yes,” said Brielle, sounding for all the world as if she knew what she was talking about. 

“Then enter,” said the guard, pulling his half of the door open.

There was no time to confer, to ask Brielle what she was doing. Instead I entered the next room, heart thudding in my chest, fighting the urge to drop my hand to Shard at my hip. 

Of course it was gone.

The room beyond was dark but for a light that shone down from somewhere high above to illuminate a circle at whose far edge stood at throne, an elegant, masked woman seated upon its gilded surface. She looked like an S&M version of Queen Elizabeth I, the Virgin Queen.

But as I moved forward to the edge of the circle of light I sensed movement just beyond it; there were people standing along the walls, robed and dark, impossible to make out. Dozens? More?

“Welcome,” said Lady Orlock. “It pleases me that you have come.”

“The pleasure is ours,” I said, mouth dry, pitching my voice to carry. “A magnificent party, Lady Orlock.”

“Your name, stranger?”

“Noah,” I said. And when that seemed overly simple by itself, I amended, “Um, Lord Noah.” 

Lady Orlock raised an eyebrow, and I felt a jolt of adrenaline - had I presumed too much? Then I realized why she was waiting and turned to my companions. “I present to you the Ladies Imogen, Valeria, Neveah and Brielle.”

The hidden people stirred, and Valeria moved one foot back as if preparing to fall into a defensive crouch. 

“You have joined us just in time, Lord Noah,” said Lady Orlock. “I was about to begin the incantation that shall summon forth the portal to another world, a wonder unseen and unheard of in our time. All gathered here tonight are adherents of our order, and all have paid the Maculate price so as to earn the privilege of attending. It is now your turn.”

“Sure,” I said, trying to sound nonchalant. “What’s the, ah, Maculate price, exactly?”

I sensed movement to my left, and then two masked guards approached, a young woman held between them. It was the same girl that had been on the pyre below, I realized. She was clad in a loose, white gown that half hung off her, and a white blindfold was wrapped over her eyes.

She was beautiful. But beautiful in a way that was completely at odds with everyone else I had seen here. Where those below and in the bailey had been purposefully sexual, jaded to a state of listless sensuality, this girl had a purity to her, a freshness, an innocence that made me think she’d never have thought of herself as beautiful. 

She was brought into the circle of light and there forced to her knees. One of the guards grabbed a fistful of her long, straight hair and pulled her head back, while the second extended a long bladed knife to me.

“You know what must be done,” said Lady Orlock. “It is a sinful world in which we live. Only those who have committed sin may pass freely through it. Innocence must be sacrificed. Anoint yourself and your companions with the blood of this girl, and we shall proceed with the ritual.”

Aghast, feeling the weight of countless eyes upon me, I stepped forward, mind numb, and took the proffered dagger.

The girl was breathing in short, sharp pants, and I saw a thick vein pulsing in the side of her neck. One slash. Easier than anything I’d done before. One cut and I’d win through to the portal and the end of the trial.

Of course I couldn’t do it.

The moment drew out. The girl didn’t make any attempt to protect herself. To turn away. Lady Orlock was waiting. The guards were waiting. Everyone was waiting. The pressure was incredible.

This isn’t real, I told myself. This is all conjured up by the trial. This girl isn’t real. I’m being tested on my determination. My willingness to do whatever it takes to proceed. 

My palm was sweaty. I grasped the dagger and found that my throat was too clamped to swallow. One slash. The sooner I did it the sooner this moment was over.

I raised my hand. I stared at the girl. Eighteen? Nineteen? Waiting. At my mercy. One slash.

“No,” I croaked, and dropped the knife.

Guards emerged from the shadows. Several dozen of them, and with a whisper they drew their blades.

“No?” asked Lady Orlock, rising to her feet. “You refuse?”

I felt a flood of relief. “So that was the test, then. To refuse to kill an innocent.” I lifted my mask atop my head and wiped the sweat from my face with a grin. “Fuck, that was twisted. But I passed, right?”

“I don’t know what you’re babbling about,” said Lady Orlock. “But you didn’t pass. You’ve made a mockery of this moment. Innocence must be sacrificed, if not hers, then your own.”

I froze. “What?”

Again, not my smoothest. But that smoke. It made everything seem at once far away and really close.

“Cut them down,” said Lady Orlock. “All of them.”

I turned, searching for the entrance, but it was lost in the darkness and behind the line of guards. 

“Imogen?” I asked.

She extended her hand and electricity crackled between her fingers. With a cry she hurled forth a bolt of lightning that lifted a man clear off his feet and sent him flying back into the shadows. 

Before she could wrest her levenbolt over to the next guard Lady Orlock pronounced a word that grated upon my ears, and with a cry Imogen fell back into my arms as if backhanded.

“Not in my sanctum, whore,” said Lady Orlock. “How dare you?”

Imogen wrestled herself free, eyes wide, and righted her spectacles. “My magic,” she said. “I can’t touch it. Like a collar of nullification.”

“You are in my place of power,” said Lady Orlock. “None may challenge me here. Guards. Kill them!”

Valeria raised her fists and I fell into a combat stance as well, but it was ridiculous. There was no way we could fight against men with swords. 

The guards closed in, and I heard whispers of excitement from all around the room. 

“Wait!” Brielle stepped forward, arms raised. “There is another way.”

“Wrong,” said Lady Orlock. “He refused to pay the price. I shall thus exact it.”

“No, you’re wrong,” said Brielle at her most cutting. “There is a third way. We wished for a spectacle, did you not? Something that cuts to the bone, something of the flesh, of the soul? For innocence to be sacrificed?”

Lady Orlock raised a hand, and her guards stood still, blades at the ready.

Brielle smoothed both hands down her hips and stepped forward. “I offer myself. Let him -” And her voice faltered for the first time. “Let him take, if not my life, then my innocence.”

I felt like I’d been hit in the side of the head with a hammer. Her what?

Lady Orlock hesitated. 

“I am of royal blood, descendent of King Jaran the First, a princess of the highest pedigree. Here, in your pit of darkness, amongst your - your filth and degeneracy, I’ll offer my body to be used. Before all of you. A third way. As I said.”

I gaped at her. What the hell was she doing?

“Very well,” said Lady Orlock. “If your performance pleases us, we shall accept this act in place of the normal price.”

Brielle took a deep, hitching breath, shoulders rising stiffly, then turned to consider me, eyes narrowed, mouth a thin line. “Come here, Noah.”

“What? Here?” I took a faltering step forward. “In front of everyone?”

“Are you as dense as you look?” Her hiss cut like a knife blade. “That’s what I’ve negotiated. So yes. Here. Now. Get over here.”

“Bring them something on which to perform,” said Lady Orlock, relaxing back into her throne. “An altar on which to submit their ablutions.”

Two guards came running out from the darkness like stage hands from the wings, carrying a heavy wooden table between them, a white cloth thrown over its expanse. This they set in the center of the bright light, and then did back away.

Brielle moved to the table and gazed down at its surface, then turned to face me. Her face was pale, drained of all blood, and in the bright light I realized that she had faint freckles across the bridge of her nose and chest. 

I felt like a gawking marionette, without volition, overwhelmed, terrified even. She reached up behind her back with both hands and undid something, gave a series of quick tugs, then hesitated once more. 

And suddenly she looked incredibly vulnerable, scared as I was, her gray eyes large, her shoulders bare. 

I stepped forward, heart thundering like an avalanche, not sure what I was doing, what I could do. In the end, all I could think of was to lean forward to kiss her.

Brielle shoved my face away before my lips could brush hers, and with a business like yank pulled her corset down. Her large breasts sprang free, and then she peeled the one piece corset down over her hips and kicked it away, leaving her only in panties, fishnet stockings and knee high boots.

She was a vision. Her breasts were perfect, her nipples hard, aureoles pale against her milky skin. A thatch of red hair was cut close between her legs, which were shapely and long, the thighs full and toned.

“Get undressed, idiot,” she whispered. “What are you waiting for?”

That snapped me out of it. Feeling like a fool, a clown performing before on a stage, I wrestled my way out of my doublet and hose, peeling it off and staggering until I was free of it all.

And to my horror I realized that I wasn’t hard at all.

Stage fright, I guess. 

Lady Orlock leaned back, one finger tracing the frozen lips of her mask, and I heard soft titters drift from the crowd.

Fuck. Fuck fuck fuck. This was like my worst nightmare ever. To have to perform in front of a bunch of masked creeps with the hottest, most disdainful girl I’d ever met, and not be able to get it up?

Brielle eyed my shriveled dick and shook her head. “The Source save me.”

I didn’t know what to do. Warm myself up? Rub against her? Run the fuck away and never, ever show my face again?

Then someone was behind me, and I felt the crumpling of a dress against the back of my legs as Imogen bit my shoulder lightly and reached down to cup my junk. 

She pressed her lips to my ears and whispered. “I’ve been wanting you ever since you made me cum. Been wanting you to slip your hard dick inside me, press me against the wall and pound me till I can’t beg for anymore.”

My cock jolted in her hand. She massaged me, confident, slow, the texture of her glove familiar, her other hand gripping me by the neck. Her breath was hot in my ear, her voice a whisper so low I knew nobody else could hear it.

“I want you to make me cry, Noah. Make me cum so hard I can do nothing but weep. You can do anything to me. Fuck me any way you want. I’m yours.”

My cock jolted again, and then Brielle was before me, brows furrowed in annoyance, glaring at Imogen. Who obligingly stepped back and away.

My cock was at half mast, my pulse pounding in my ears, my whole body blushing from being watched. Brielle bit her lower lip and knelt before me, then cupped her large breasts and leaned forward so that my cock lay between them.

She squeezed them together, then lowered her mouth and licked the head of my cock, a slow, leisurely swirl that felt like I was being caressed by fire. And that’s when she looked up at me, made direct eye contact, and it hit me what was going on: to pass the Fourth Trial of Kether I was going to have to motherfuckin’ titty fuck Princess Brielle in front of a crowd of monstrous strangers.

Insane. Ridiculous. And like that my cock went rigid like a piece of rebar, and something came over me, a hunger, a raging desire, something that was part fury, part humiliation, part basic animal lust. 

This shit was nonsense. With the psychotropic smoke swirling about me, the air cold on my skin, watched by a crowd of strangers, forced to fuck for the future of the universe, I reached down and scooped Brielle up and onto the table, and she barely had time to scoot back on her elbows before I leaped up and was astride her, knees by her waist, leaning forward with my weight on one hand, the other pressing my cock down between her large breasts.

“Squeeze them together,” I growled, and eyes wide, she did. Using her forearms she pressed them around my shaft, and I began to slide back and forth with slow, hard strokes.

I tuned everything out. Lady Orlock, the twisted fucks watching, even Valeria and Imogen whom I could sense standing just a few yards away. All that existed was Brielle in that bright burning light, her freckled tits pressed around my throbbing shaft as I slid up and down, each upstroke bringing my cock head right to her chin. 

Brielle’s eyes were wide, but in their depths I now saw a wildness all of her own, a hunger, a daring, provocative need that pushed me to keep going. I reared up, spat down on her tits, then began fucking them again, this time slipping between them with the lubrication. 

Her breasts were large enough that they completely wrapped around me, and while it felt good it was the act itself that turned me on, the realization of what I was doing, and to whom. She’d wanted this. Had negotiated it. So now she’d fucking get it.

I reached down, plunged my hand into her fabulous crimson hair, and levered my hips up and over to sink my cock into her mouth. It took her completely by surprise but her cry was muffled as I pushed all the way down, her tongue hot and muscular against the underside of my shaft, right down into her throat until she choked and wrenched her head to one side with a gasp.

I gave her a moment, then pulled her face around and sank my cock between her lips once more. She struggled, but I held her head in place and slowly pushed all the way in, sinking deep, deeper, deepest, the head of my cock hitting the back of her throat.

Her nostrils flared as she fought for breath. Her eyes were locked on mine, and I grinned down at her like a demon, a devil, an incubus getting his pound of flesh.

Silence. I was down to the hilt, Brielle’s lips right around the base of my shaft, my cock squeezed within her throat, her whole body frozen, turgid with tension as she fought to not choke, to remain balanced with perfect equipoise above the gulf of choking.

Then I tore myself out and she cried out, gasping, strands of spit falling over her chin, sucking in deep breaths as I pulled back, sat on her stomach, feeling possessed, delirious, completely unlike myself. A volcanic force was rumbling up from my core, and without any hesitation I shimmied back, over her hips, then pulled one of her legs out, flipped it over so that she was on her side, and pulled up her ass cheek to reveal her slit.

Like the rest of her, it was fucking perfect. Pale pink lips pressed tightly together, a fiery down of crimson pubic hair, all of which glistened with her arousal. I guided my cock head until it was nuzzled right up against her lips, then waited, watching her as she gathered herself, rose up on one elbow, and met my gaze.

“You want it?” I asked, voice hoarse.

Her eyes were wide.

“Say it.”

Nothing. Fire in the depths of her eyes. Something warring within her soul. Outrage battling lust. Pride fighting desire. Did she like this? Being used? Humiliated before strangers?

I reached down and touched her cunt. It was sopping wet.

“Say it,” I said again.

“I want it,” she whispered and I plunged all the way in with grunt, a short, savage thrust like driving a knife home into someone’s back.

Sweet fucking Jesus it felt good. She was tight, as tight as Imogen had been, and I sank all the way to the hilt as she cried out then clapped a hand over her mouth. I gripped her hip with both hands and pulled free, then powered in all over again, her pussy wet and hot and engulfing me like I’d been made for her.

Brielle. I held her gaze as I fucked her. The same girl who’d mocked me, insulted me, cut me down at every step of the way. I felt powerful as I fucked her, watched her body shake with each thrust. 

There was no delicacy to my technique. No grace. I just let it go, and soon as I was sliding in and out of her so fast and hard that she couldn’t adjust to my rhythm, but rather just held onto my arm and cried out, over and over again, voicing her need, her pleasure, her helplessness.

Just before I came I leaned forward, grabbed a fistful of hair and turned her head around cruelly so I could kiss her. I locked my lips on hers, thrust my tongue into her mouth, and came explosively deep inside her, lifting her hips clear off the table as her eyes flared open wide with surprise.

She hadn’t come yet. 

I wanted her to come. Needed her to. Wanted to see her face as she orgasmed. So I rose up onto my knees once more, flipped her onto her back, hopped off the table so that I stood before it, and began working her, my strokes hard and sure and without surcease.

Brielle moaned and turned her face from side to side, pressing a hand against her forehead as she closed her eyes and rode the mounting sensation. 

I don’t know why I did it, some carnal instinct, but I angled my hips so that my cockhead rubbed against the top of her canal as I sank in, pushing against the top the whole way down, and then I pressed the base of my palm just above her mons. Pressed down against my thrusts.

The result was electric. Three thrusts like that and she cried out, half sitting up as if doing a crunch, eyes snapping open wide though she didn’t see me, didn’t see anything. I felt her pussy convulse around my cock, squeeze it like fist, and then she came,  a shattering climax that dropped her back onto the table and left her there twitching and gasping as wave after wave of pleasure rolled through her.

I stood still, panting for breath, my whole body slicked with sweat, watching her face as she rode it out, her eyes closed, how she gleamed with sweat, how she pressed her tits together as she hugged herself, her stomach fluttering with each orgasm, my cock buried deep in her thatch of red hair.

I pulled back and my cock sprang free, wet with my cum and her juices. And like that my bestial instinct fled me, that will to dominate, the cruel hunger, leaving me confused and almost lost in the bright light.

What the fuck had just happened? I stared at Brielle, uncomprehending. Had that been me doing that to her? Pounding her like an animal? It felt like a hazy dream already. I gulped and felt a pang of remorse. What the hell had come over me? 

“Well done,” said Lady Orlock, voice heavy with satisfaction. “A stimulating exhibition. As close to blood lust as one can come without wielding the blade. I envy the girl; it has been years since I’ve been so desired. Your lust for her was admirable. Now. Collect yourself. The ritual begins.”

Imogen and Valeria moved past me to gather Brielle, lifting her up and wrapping one of the hooded robes around her, though where they’d found it I’d no idea. Brielle hugged the robe tightly around herself and when she met my gaze it was with a troubled, uncertain look; she stepped away from the other two and stood alone, shoulders hunched, staring fixedly away into the darkness.

Should I apologize? Hadn’t she wanted it? Provoked me, dared me to - fuck. I remembered with galling clarity moving her head back around so that I could shove my cock in her mouth. I felt mortified. 

Instead, I busied myself pulling my doublet and hose back on, stepping into the ridiculous outfit and covering up my nudity as quickly as I could. 

Lady Orlock rose from her chair and began to cast a magic spell; to be honest I didn’t pay it much attention, as instead I watched Brielle and pulled the last of my clothing in place. A moment later there was a thunderclap and a golden door appeared before us.

“Behold,” cried Lady Orlock. “A rift to another world -”

Brielle strode forward and into it without any hesitation.

“- a tear in the very fabric of reality and perception!”

Lady Orlock was building up steam, and sounded like she was going to monologue for a while. I’d no patience for it, so I followed right behind Valeria and Imogen, hurrying up to the portal. 

Just before I stepped through I paused and looked back at the cloth covered table. The table where I’d fucked the shit out of Brielle. There was no other way to put it. 

Neveah stepped up behind me, her face utterly inscrutable, but I got the sense I’d diminished in her estimation, that what gains I’d made before had been knocked back down by what had just happened.

Cheeks burning, wondering who the hell I was turning into, I stepped into the light.

 


Chapter 23

 


 

 

We emerged into bedlam. The hallway was filled with the crush and press of people fighting, swords flashing, screams shattering the air, blood slick underfoot. I slipped and went down on one knee, clad once more in my regular tunic and with Shard at my hip. The others were clustered around me, returned to their armor and old clothing, but everything else had changed.

Hawke’s men were in desperate battle alongside the Griffon Guard against what I could only call demons - a catch-all term for the monsters that assaulted them from all sides. A tight cordon had been formed around us - around where they’d known we’d appear - and as we materialized a shout of relief and victory went up from amongst the men.

Abrujo hobbled up and yanked me to my feet. “Bastion is breeched! We must get somewhere safe!”

I could feel Valeria, Imogen, and Brielle beside me without looking, their presences burning bright. As one we drew our weapons. 

“Where to?” I yelled over the din.

“Follow!” Abrujo held a blood slicked blade in his left hand, if you could call the green gel that slicked it ‘blood’. “Piloras! Sound the retreat!”

From somewhere a horn blew, and the cordon began to tighten, form itself into an arrow head. With a scream the men threw themselves at the enemy, and all my chagrin and horror from the trial boiled itself down to one single desire: to kill the enemy, to expunge my shock through violence.

My companions felt the same way. As one we ran forward with Abrujo, moving to where his men were breaking through the line of monsters. 

They were horrendous. No cute goblins here. Pale like grubs, without eyes, their skin riven with the tracery of thick purple veins, their limbs gangly and tipped with foot long claws, they moved with terrifying speed and struck with overwhelming power.

A soldier ahead of us shrieked as a blow disemboweled him, shredding his armor as if it were wet toilet paper. Blood and viscera flew, and then the demon turned toward us, mouth opening like a viper’s, shrilling its delight and crouching to leap.

I raised Shard, its blade incandescent, but before the demon could attack a massive bolt of lightning took it full in the chest, blasting it back into the ranks of its fellows. The lightning continued to play over its body and then branched out into a dozen streams, each dancing over another, opening up a large gap in their offense.

Abrujo’s men didn’t need prompting. They swarmed into that opening and ran, slashing and parrying as they fought not to get bogged down.

I sprinted after them, feeling mad, exhilarated, terrified. A demon leaped high into the air, easily some ten yards above the guards, and came plummeting toward me, both claws raised to slash. 

I wheeled, screamed back, but then Neveah leaped right at it - no, past it, slipping under its claw and dragging her huge demon blade through its body.

The fucker literally split in two, each half collapsing on either side of me. 

I gaped at Neveah, who landed in a deep crouch, blade sizzling as it burnt off the blood.

Holy crap. 

Valeria grabbed me by the arm and pulled, and then we were running again, feet pounding the marble as we sought to keep up with the soldiers.

Who were falling, fast. Their attempt to escape meant leaving themselves open to attacks on the flanks, and I saw demon after demon leap upon them, bearing them to the ground, jaws closing over necks and arms. 

We’d almost reached the end of the hall when the left side was swarmed and overrun, a score of demons simply bulldozing their way through the soldiers and trampling them down, shrieking and bellowing in an ecstasy of madness as they came hurtling toward me.

Valeria spun her battle-ax before her, whipping it around from side to side and charged headlong into the fray as more lightning arced over our foes. Neveah darted forward, five-foot long blade streaming behind her like a tail, and at the last moment fell into a spinning crouch, sword slipping through limbs and knees and dropping four demons as they rushed past her. 

But there were too many of them. Three demons came pounding toward me, and then Brielle was by my side, sword in both hands, jaw set, and with a whoomph her blade caught fire, a streaming ruby to my own sword’s pearlescent glow. The demons didn’t give a fuck, they charged right at us, and for a sickening second I didn’t know what to do - what do you do when charged by a gorilla-sized demon?

Brielle ran at them, and I caught a glimpse of her cutting through a wrist as her parry turned lethal, then it was all me, the demon looming above me like a tidal wave of pale, muscular flesh shot through with purple worm-like veins. Claws raked at my head and with a scream I raised Shard like I might my arm for an upward block, gripping it with both hands and slicing through the demon’s forearms.

Momentum carried it right onto me, and I was knocked from my feet, sent crashing onto my back. Screams were everywhere, but my own were muffled as the demon’s slimy bulk crushed me to the floor. My arms were pinned, Shard useless, and then the demon reared up, propping itself on its bloodied stumps, and jerked its head toward my face, jaw opening wide to bite my head in half.

I screamed in horror and electricity erupted from my chest to slam into the demon and send it flying. That blast made me want to puke, however; it felt like trying to cough up a lung, a violation of my soul, something done in extremis that hurt almost as bad as it saved me.

Coughing, retching, I rolled onto my knees and struggled to my feet. The soldiers were fighting on, looking to break through to an archway at the end of the hall, but the demons’ counter offensive had stalled them out. Instead, they were being pressed back into each other, smothered by the increasing number of enemies.

I saw Neveah race past me, moving like a ballet dancer, her sword light as a feather in her hands and her blows effortless as she slashed through one monster after another. Then she was gone, and suddenly Valeria was knocked past two soldiers before me by some mighty blow to crash at my feet.

I grabbed her by the elbow and hauled her up as best I could. Blood ran from the corner of her mouth and her eyes were unfocused. Blinking, she stared at her empty hands then drew a dagger from her hip.

“We’ve got to get out,” she said. “More coming.”

“Abrujo!” My yell was swallowed by the madness of the battle. I searched for him. Nowhere in sight. Would his men listen to me?

I raised Shard and willed it to glow brighter. It did so, flaring like a star torn from the heavens, and I ran forward, a reckless, brazen charge toward the archway.

“To me! Second army, to me! For the Shard! For the Source! For Bastion!”

The men roared, and with a mighty effort we surged as one toward the exit, shouldering and battering our way through the enemy.

The ranks opened before me and I realized with sick horror that the men expected me to lead the charge. Shit!

With nothing for it I charged three demons who howled their delight and opened their arms to receive me. How the fuck do you charge someone with a sword? I brought the blade over my shoulder like a baseball bat and at the last moment swung, screaming my defiance as I did.

The light that burned along Shard’s length flew forth like a shockwave and cut the three demons in half.

I stumbled in shock, caught my balance, danced over the ruined bodies and then pounded my way through the archway, screaming and laughing as I went.

The men came streaming behind me. I could sense Valeria right behind, Imogen in the center of the pack, but Brielle was at the rear of the group, still in the room. I turned, fought back against the tide of bodies, until a soldier built like an ox noticed and bellowed, “Hold the door! Form up! Order, damn your eyes, form up!”

And hot damn if Abrujo’s men didn’t stop their pell mell flight and form up ranks in the archway, a choke point like no other, six across with another rank behind them and a third behind that.

But a good twenty of their number - including Brielle - were still trapped in the room beyond, cut off from the rest by the demons and formed into a pocket. I saw her burning blade slashing and slicing as she fought desperately to keep the enemy at bay.

“Brielle!” I shouldered my way through the soldiers and launched myself into the enemy.

It was like diving into a mosh pit. Demons on every side, claws coming at me. Within seconds five different wounds were torn open across my body, gashes and lacerations, but I didn’t feel them, registered them more as blasts of pressure that buffeted me from side to side.

Shard glowed as if carved from the body of the sun, and I whipped it around frantically, without knowing what the fuck I was doing, but each slash caused a flare of white light to flood forth and eviscerate and chop my enemies in twain. So stumbling I broke through to Brielle’s pocket, and just in time - a demon bore Brielle to the ground, one claw wrapped around both of her sword hands, the other raised to plunge into her stomach.

With a scream I threw myself forward, a mad dive, and slashed my sword wildly in the demon’s general direction. Shard connected with something just before I hit the ground, to sprawled out to turn it into a roll, and then I was up, bouncing back to my feet, ready to fight for my life - only to see Brielle shove the demon off. I’d cut a deep gash right across its face.

“Idiot!” She stood, burning blade in hand, and shoved at my shoulder. “What are you doing back here?”

“I - you’re -”

“Go!” She shoved me hard in the chest. “Idiot!”

I stumbled back, protests bubbling up in my throat, then cursed and whirled around. “With me!” I yelled, raising Shard. It had worked last time. “To the archway!”

Wielding my blade with both hands, I ran right at the demons, who this time shied away from my slashes, having learned to respect the arcs of white light that came whistling after each sweep.

More by blind luck than anything else I was able to clear the way to the exit, where the soldiers opened ranks to allow us to run through.

Heaving for breath, I bent over, resting both hands on Shard’s pommel, my forehead on my hands. I felt like I was going to puke. Pain. Oh god, when would I ever not be in pain? The cuts that scored my body began to throb. The worst was one across my left shoulder, a second down my back.

“Noah!” Valeria reached my side. “You -”

“Idiot, yes, I know,” I said, straightening up with a wince. “Brielle told -”

Valeria grabbed my chin, pulled me around, and kissed me full on the lips. Then she pulled back with a grin. “Yes. Idiot. Now come on! We’re not safe.”

Confused as all fuck, I stumbled after her to where Imogen and Neveah were waiting. Brielle joined as a moment later, refusing to meet my gaze, and then Rice and Beans rounded the corner at the front of a crowd of his men.

“The Source be praised!” he bellowed. “You’re alive. Good! Now hurry. We’re holding the upper floor. This one’s lost. Everyone’s retreating.”

Before I could speak he snapped his fingers and pointed. “Nixol, relieve Abrujo’s men. Hold the line till you hear the signal, then fall back. Go!”

A score of men ran forward to bolster the ragged soldiers holding the archway.

“What the hell’s happening?” I asked. “Where’s Emma?”

“She’s upstairs, safe. Lilith attacked with winged siege engines, never seen the like.” Rice and Beans began to stride along the hallway, and I fell in alongside him. “They suffered horrific losses, but didn’t seem to care. Wave after wave. My guess is that they could sense your coming close to winning the fourth trial, though how they knew is anybody’s guess.”

“This is because of me?” And it made a gut churning kind of sense. If I was supposed to be the final savior, why wouldn’t Lilith try to nip me in the bud?

“It’s only a guess.” We strode out into a central chamber that contained the massive stairwell that rose to the next floor. “We’re erecting blockades in all the elevator shafts and stairways. Third army’s climbed to the floor below us, trying to help contain the damage. You need to go up. I’m going to stay here and help lock this down.”

Blue light played across the base of the broad steps, hazy as if smoke were flowing through it. Magic had been used to raise a wall some fifteen feet high just beyond that, and above us I saw rank after rank of archers lined up along the galleries, turning this chamber into a killing floor.

“Through the wall?” I asked.

“Yes. It’ll open for you. Now go. We’ve lost too many men waiting for your arrival. Time to fall back to key locations.” He turned away, all business. “Lieutenant, give the signal.”

A trumpet blast rang out, and I heard it picked up down the hallways, passed along to the other fighting forces.

“Come on,” said Valeria, taking my hand and pulling me along. “Upstairs. To safety.”

We approached the blue shimmering wall of magic and there slowed, stopped, unsure as to what to do.

“Just keep walking,” called a voice from above. “You’re fine.”

I did so, reaching out to the blue light as I stepped through. It felt nothing so much as a fine, refreshing mist. The wall itself rumbled and parted before me, so that I was able to slip through and up onto the steps.

There I stopped. More magic had been employed to draw wicked looking spikes out of the marble steps, angled down to impale anybody who tried to race up. I gingerly navigated these, and finally reached the landing, my companions behind me.

A Griffon Guard stepped up. A captain. “Savior,” he said. “If you’ll come with me?”

“Where to?”

“The queen is expecting you.”

“Wait, what? Shalarra?” I drew back. “No way.”

The captain grimaced. “Along with your friend, Captain Hawke, and a number of the generals. Please?”

I hesitated, looked to my companions. Neveah was as inscrutable as always. Brielle had her arms tightly crossed and was looking away. Imogen shrugged, Valeria gave a nod, so I sighed. “Fine. Lead on.”

The hallways were choked with soldiers and aspirants. Everyone was tense and lined up, ready to be summoned at a moment’s notice. I saw people praying, saw them sharpening their weapons, heard laughter, raucous and just shy of panic. Everywhere people watched us pass, faces closed, gazes hard. 

Finally we reached the same massive council chamber as before, the one with the huge circular table, and there the captain left us, returning to his duties. I led the way in, and saw a veritable crowd gathered around the table’s circumference, all of them studying a hologram that was slowly spinning in the air above the table, completely with swarming red dots and blue ones.

“A map of the floor below,” said Valeria in wonder. 

And I saw that it was. Rooms, hallways, chambers, spoke hallways - all of it clearly laid out in glowing white light, with the raging battles depicted in abstract dots here and there.

A heated conversation had been underway as we’d entered, two generals obviously in disagreement, but this broke off at our entrance, everyone turning to face us.

“Savior,” said Shalarra. She was wearing a scale mail outfit similar to Valeria’s, but hers was trimmed with white fur and bore a large gold rune over her chest. “You survived.”

Emma broke away from the crowd and ran to join us.

“Shalarra,” I said, moving forward, and part of me marveled at how the dynamics had changed; when I’d first arrived I’d been awed, overwhelmed, a college kid in truth way over his head. Now? I was tired, I was hurt, and I was pissed. I’d been through so much in the past few days I couldn’t even process it. 

But while I still felt pretty overwhelmed, the awe was gone. 

“Praise the Source,” said one of the generals, clad in forest green plate armor with golden edging. His hair was close shaven, his face long, and he had the patrician look of a Roman general. “General Alexios, at your service.”

Alexios. Hawke’s boss.

The top general, Constantin, was missing. Maybe down below? 

“General,” I said, nodding my head. “What’s going on?”

Shalarra raised her chin, eyes shining with emotion. “You passed your Fourth Trial.”

I glanced around at my companion as if in surprise. “Oh, yeah. Guess we did. Hmm. I wonder what that means? Maybe that Kether approves of my candidacy?” Shalarra went to respond but I just rolled on, stepping up to the edge of the table. “Maybe that I was right all along with my damn decisions? That I was picking the right companions, and that nobody should get in my fucking way?”

“Watch how you speak to the queen,” hissed General Alexios.

“No, actually.” I pointed at her. “She had me thrown in a cell and tortured. She’s wasted countless of my hours with her meddling. Forced me to hide and sneak about like a rat when I could have been resting, learning, preparing for this quest I’m supposed to go on.”

“I was acting in good faith -” she began.

“No. You were meddling. You didn’t trust Kether. You didn’t trust me. You thought you knew best.” I was shaking with emotion, my chest tight with anger. “Did you know that Taniel was corrupted? Not ‘potentially corrupted’ like Imogen here, but straight up corrupted? That he tortured us with Hexen magic from the enemy?”

“I - what?” Shalarra looked genuinely shocked. “Taniel..?”

“Yes, fucking Taniel. I killed him in self-defense, you know. He was about to start some kind of psychic surgery to break me down, make me his puppet.”

“I had no idea - no.” She gave a sharp shake of her head. “That’s not possible.”

“I swear it by Kether and the Source and anything else you want me to swear by. Taniel was a twisted fuck and you trusted him. You put the last chance for the whole damn universe in his hands. Who the hell are you, Shalarra, to make these kinds of decisions?”

I’d never spoken to anybody like this in my life. But the surfeit of lethal encounters, sex, shame, pride, blood lust, pain and exhaustion had me out of my mind. I pointed my finger right at her.

“Nine previous saviors have died, and why? Maybe because they weren’t allowed to do what they thought best. Did you meddle with any of them? Did you fuck with their decisions, their instincts too?”

Her face went as white as tomb marble then flushed right after. “I will not be spoken to in such a manner -”

I shook my head. “Whatever. If you won’t admit you were wrong, at least swear to not get in my way any longer.”

Silence. In the air before us all red and blue dots swarmed, clashing and coming together only to draw apart once more.

“I am the Queen of Bastion,” she said, voice quivering. “Mine is the hand that guides -”

“I’m out of here,” I said. I looked to my companions. “Let’s go.”

I was almost at the door when I heard Shalarra call out: “Wait!”

I didn’t turn round. Just stopped, staring out into the hallway beyond.

“I’m - you have my apologies,” she said at last. “Please. We must mend these divisions between us. I apologize. I will do as you say.”

I turned around. “You swear that on Kether?”

She raised her chin, nostrils flaring, eyes wide. “On all matters pertaining to your role as savior and the success of your quest, yes, I do so swear.”

I was still livid. But I forced myself to nod. “Fine. Then we can work together. Can someone update me on what’s going on?”

“Yes,” said Alexios. “Look up there at the left of the map. The very far edge - there, see? That’s where Lilith’s forces broke in. As long as they have control of that entry point, we can’t drive them out - their reserves are endless. And if you gaze in the center, you’ll see the council room which contains the trial portal. It’s clear that they’re consolidating their forces around it.”

Hawke stepped up to the edge of the table. “They’re looking to keep you out of the fifth trial and thus disqualify you. We can’t break through their numbers because endless reserves are pouring in, as fast as we’re cutting them down. The fifth and sixth armies have been called up and are working under General Constantin to crush the enemy from below even as they fight their way toward the breech.”

And slowly the map and dots began to make sense. The breach was like a wound bleeding and endless stream of red dots into the level, while blue fought to pincer around the gap, fighting against the red tide which was growing thicker and more organized in the core around the council room.

“They’re not pressing to gain access to the other floors,” said Hawke, breaking the stillness. We’d all been studying the map in horror, I realized. “At first they sought to overrun us, but now they seem content to hold their position. Our problem is one of terrain; some of the larger halls allow us to engage them fully, but most of the combat is in constrained quarters; in such tight areas the demons have the advantage, given their speed and ability to scale walls and even crawl along the ceilings.”

“What can we do?” I asked.

“You?” General Alexios shook his head. “Nothing. You are our sole hope. We must protect you. You should remain here, safe, until we can open up a channel to the council chamber.”

I frowned but didn’t argue. Not until I had a viable plan to offer. “Has this happened before?”

“No,” said Shalarra, voice frigid. “Bastion has never been penetrated in such manner.”

“It’s a sign of our impending doom,” said the old crone, whom I’d not seen in some time. “A sign of our growing weakness. The end times. They are nigh.”

“Well, thanks for the vote of confidence,” I said. “But with Taniel dead at least the corruption levels have gone down a bit. Anybody else working for the enemy?”

“That is not amusing,” said Shalarra. 

“I’m not joking. Imogen. Are all Hexen practitioners forced to get those tattoos?”

Imogen nodded. “As far as I know. The tattoos are… well, complicated. But yes. Humans can’t otherwise channel that power without them, as far as I know.”

“Then I say we all strip down to our undies,” I said. Nobody moved. “I’m serious. It’s a simple test, right? If you’re covered in evil tattoos, we’ll take off your head. Anybody who complains might have something to hide, so don’t bother. Everybody. Take off your clothing.”

“You can’t…,” croaked Alexios. “The indignity!”

“I’m sorry, sir,” I said, his moral outrage sobering up my mania. “But, yeah. We’d have caught Taniel this way. Let’s just be sure, right?”

The crowd broke out into an uproar, but several individuals immediately began pulling their shirts off, then shucking their pants, so that they stood in their underclothes, staring defiantly not at me but at those who still remained dressed.

Shalarra blushed furiously and then extended her arms. Two servants rushed forth and with nimble fingers undid the clasps of her scale mail, until it slid down her body and pooled around her feet. She then lifted her arms and the same servants pulled her shift over her head, leaving her in nothing more than her panties and bra. 

And, well, yeah. She was a striking woman. Easily in her forties, but she’d taken fantastic care of herself. I tried not to ogle, but it was clear she was devoid of evil tattoos.

Alexios followed suit, as did Hawke, and with their example the rest of those gathered the same. 

“Guards,” snapped Alexios, crossing his arms over the white hair on his chest. “Do the same. Now.”

The Griffon guard eyed each other then removed their armor, laying weapons down and stripping to their underclothes.

Nowhere did I see tattoos. 

“I will not suffer this indignity,” said the old crone. “I have lived nearly nine decades, and never have I been so insulted. If you insist, I shall remove myself from the council.”

“Lady Belerus,” said Shalarra. “Please. If I can undergo this trial, then surely you can as well.”

“Absolutely not,” snapped Lady Belerus. “I will not undress at the command of a pimple-faced teenager. This is outrageous.”

“Lady Belerus,” I said. “Refusal to undress will be taken as admittance of guilt.”

“This is preposterous. A woman of my age and station -”

“Lady Belerus,” said General Alexios. “My sincere apologies. But if you do not undress I will be forced to command my men to assist you.”

The old crone drew herself up in trembling outrage. “Shame on all of you. Very well. If this is how it must be -” And then she flung out her hand and cried out a word of power. Black smoke billowed forth from her palm to engulf Alexios, Shalarra, Hawke and the guards that had come to stand behind her.

“Hexen!” shouted Imogen, and hurled a bolt of lightning across the table at Belerus, who smacked it aside contemptuously. 

Valeria took off at a dead sprint around the table, Brielle by her side. Neveah leaped up onto the table itself and ran straight through the hologram at the old woman.

Screams and shouts of panic filled the air, and I ran belatedly after Brielle, Shard in hand.

The smoke was growing thicker, filling the chamber with its cloying, noxious fumes, and my eyes began to water, my throat to burn.

“Fools,” crowed Belerus. “Fools! The end is upon us, I spoke in truth! Bastion will fall! Did you - ah! Get away from me, whores!”

A concussive blast roiled the smoke, and I felt Valeria and Brielle go down.

“No!” I screamed, stumbling through the black smoke. I could barely make out the table by my side. “Valeria!”

Guards were shouting, screaming as if being torn in half. 

“The dawn of a new age is at hand,” shouted Belerus, her aged voice swelling with power, deepening, becoming monstrous. “And I shall be its handmaiden, the midwife to catastrophe -”

I almost tripped on where Valeria lay unmoving, and then looked up, eyes burning, to see Belerus levitating in the air, swirls of black fire sweeping around her like tornado winds. 

“I had hoped for a private moment with you, ‘savior’,” she said, voice now a deep rasp. Her entire figure was changing, distending, as if her flesh were turning fluid and running into some greater form. “But this shall have to -”

A shadow flitted past Belerus and her head was severed from her shoulders. For a moment her swollen form hung in the air, and then the flames that surrounded her faded away and she collapsed bonelessly to the ground, blood erupting from the stump of her neck.

Coughing, gasping for air, I held onto the table’s edge as the smoke dissipated. In moments it was gone, pulled back into Belerus’ shrunken, shriveled body, and I saw Neveah rising to her feet, her gargantuan blade held reversed in her fist, dripping crimson blood. 

“How?” was all I managed to say.

Neveah gave her blade a contemptuous flick and then reached out to the fullest span of her arms to slip its tip inside the scabbard and drive it home.

“My blade cuts through Hexen magic,” she said, voice low. She stepped back as a swarm of Griffon Guards, many of them half naked, ran up to inspect Belerus and make sure that she was dead.

“Damn,” was all I managed to say. 

 


Chapter 24

 


 

 

It took a while for the chaos to subside. More guards were called in as General Alexios took control of the situation. Shalarra was escorted out by her honor guard, and we in turn were led to a suite of rooms not far away.

“You’ll be safe in here,” said Hawke, standing in the doorway, face pulled into a tight frown. He looked exhausted, but his discipline kept his shoulders back and chin up. “I’ll have my own men guard the door.”

“Thanks,” I said. Though the trial had healed us upon our return to Bastion, on some level it had failed to replenish our emotional reserves; it had been a fraught past twelve or twenty four hours, and I felt wrung out. “Much appreciated.”

The chambers were luxurious; chandeliers of spun silver hung from the high vaulted ceilings on which epic scenes were painted like the frescoes of ancient French palaces, and the floor was a carpeted expanse of alternating yellow and blue diamonds. Chairs and couches were arranged in tight nucleuses as if encouraging private gatherings, while archways led deeper into the suite, no doubt to bathrooms and bedrooms.

“Brielle?” Hawke’s voice took on a new level of formality, surprising me. “You are well?”

“Yes, brother,” she said, not turning to consider him. “Thank you for your solicitude.”

Hawke stood there, clearly at a loss for words, then gave a curt bow and stepped outside, closing the door behind him.

Brielle promptly marched deeper into the complex and out of sight. Valeria flopped onto a couch and draped an arm over her eyes, while Imogen followed Brielle a moment later.

Looking around, I realized that I’d lost track of Neveah. Since I couldn’t ‘sense’ her like I did the others, I’d simply have to trust that she was around.

“Hey,” said Emma, taking my arm and leading me across the large chamber to a couch. “You’re looking… I don’t know. What happened in there?”

I sat down next to her and propped my elbows on my knees. Stared down at my hands. Memories flickered through my mind. The costumes. The castle rearing up into the night sky. Smoke. The pyre built around the young girl’s feet. The banquet. Lady Orlock’s chamber. That circle of light.

Brielle.

I winced and squeezed the bridge of my nose. “It was… I don’t know where to begin.”

Emma turned to face me, pulling her legs up and resting her chin on her knees. “You know what the king said to Alice in Through the Looking Glass?”

“’Off with your head’?”

“That was the red queen, silly. No. ‘Start at the beginning. Proceed until you reach the end, then stop.’ Or something along those lines. It’s good advice.”

“Yeah,” I sighed, and flopped back against the couch, which was surprisingly soft and comfortable. “All right. So we appeared in this wood, right, with the moon high overhead. There was this castle, and it sounded like they were having a party…”

Emma listened carefully, only interrupting to prod me to continue or ask questions about stuff I’d overlooked. When I finally got to the part about Lady Orlock demanding I kill the girl, she leaned in, eyes wide. “Holy crap. Of course you didn’t.”

“Of course I didn’t!” I thwapped her arm. “I mean, I was really out of it because of that smoke, and for a moment… but no. I refused. So she ordered her guards to kill us all. There had to have been like thirty of them.”

“Oh shit,” she said. “So you… defeated thirty guards?”

“No,” I said, staring down at my hands again. “Brielle came up with another form of sacrifice. Something that appealed to Lady Orlock.”

“Oh?” Then her eyes widened again. “Oh! In front of…?”

I nodded miserably then covered my face. “Oh god, Emma. I wanted to die. And the worst part is that I couldn’t… well. Fuck. You know.”

She raised her eyebrows. 

“I couldn’t get it up.” I shot a nervous glance at where Valeria lay passed out. “So Brielle started mocking me, and… I don’t know. Imogen came up and helped -”

“Imogen helped?”

“Yeah. She got me… started, I guess? But then this change came over me. I…”

There was a long pause. 

“You what, Noah?”

My face was burning and I wished I was anywhere but there. “I, you know. Fucked her, but like - hard. Like I’ve never done before. Like, I took out all my frustrations and fear and anger out on her.”

“Oh,” said Emma, voice neutral, clearly processing. “Did she tell you to stop?”

“No,” I said, sighing again. “But it was… you know how some people act all tough, but inside, they’re not? I got the impression that Brielle - I mean, she kind of just gave in, or gave up, or just let me, you know? And maybe enjoyed it at the same time? I wanted to - I don’t know - to destroy her, make her cum so hard she’d never make fun of me again. And when I was done I felt so awful. Like I didn’t even know who I was anymore.”

I squeezed my hands into fists and pressed my mouth into a thin line. I didn’t dare look up to check Emma’s expression.

“Well,” she said at last. “It was consensual, right? It was her idea?”

“Yeah, but -”

“But maybe she didn’t know what she was asking for. Or getting herself into. And if - if you feel bad? Then there’s something there for you to apologize for.” 

I risked a glance. Her expression was sober, troubled. “Yeah?”

“Yeah,” she said. “I mean, I don’t know much about her, but Brielle’s a complicated person. We know that much.”

“Yeah,” I said.

“Then who knows what she expected or wanted or anything. But the only way to find out is to talk to her. And to apologize. Though, again, you may find out you’ve nothing to apologize for.”

“Yeah,” I said again, voice soft, regret and shame filling me anew. We sat there in silence. Finally I leaned my head back against the couch and buried my face in the crook of my elbow. “This place,” I said. “I thought it was just going to be this wild, raunchy adventure, but it’s starting to fuck me up.”

Emma reached out and touched my shoulder. I dropped my arm, feeling bleak and with nothing left to hide, and met her gaze. “I mean, the monsters we’ve fought? In Imogen’s trial? Literally the stuff of nightmares. And Taniel, and his fucked up torture? Or - or the fact that I’m sleeping with these women, who might not have given me the time of day if I weren’t the damn savior? Or the wounds and pain I’ve felt, more than anything in my whole life, or the fact that this is only going to get worse, and nobody’s survived this damn thing?”

I felt a sob rise up in my throat. Despair, depression, something akin to panic seized me. “I’m not cut out for this, Emma. I’m not hero material, you know? These are just the damn trials and I’m already nearly breaking. How am I supposed to go out there and fight the real monsters?”

She pursed her lips, looking concerned and sympathetic both, and then curled her pale hair behind an ear and reached out to take my hand in both of hers. “I hear you. And it’s fucked up. It’s beyond fucked up. This whole situation is beyond bizarre and insane. But.” She took a deep breath. “It’s where we are, right? Weird as it sounds, you’re the savior of the whole universe. Noah Kilmartin of Ruddock, Ohio.”

I gave a ghost of a laugh. “Beyond weird.”

“But since it’s you, you’ve got no choice. You’ve got to keep fighting. You’ve got to bond with your companions. Gain their strength. Pass these trials. Do whatever it takes to save our planet, everyone we know and love, plus - well - the rest of the whole universe. You have to.”

“I know,” I said. “It’s just that… I just feel so overwhelmed. And with all this talk about corruption and stuff. How am I to know I’m not already becoming corrupted? The way I treated Brielle. I’d never have done that before. But who’s to say I won’t do that again? Or worse?”

Emma gave a one shouldered shrug. “I don’t know.”

I pulled my hand free and scrubbed my face. “Fuck. All right. Let me go find Brielle. I’m sure that’s going to be a fun conversation.”

“Listen, just remember this: even if she makes fun of you or insults you, she’ll register your intent in coming to apologize. It’s worth doing regardless of her reception, OK? Don’t expect miracles, but - I don’t know - just try anyways.”

“Yeah,” I said. I stood up and then paused. “How did I end up with such a cool friend like you?”

She gave me a wink. “Just lucky, I guess.”

“Yeah.” I took a deep breath. “OK. Here goes.”

I left the antechamber, passed through a small dining room of sorts where Imogen was writing busily in what might have been a journal, and passed through a bedroom to stop in an archway leading to the bathroom.

“Hello? Brielle?” I could sense her beyond. A fiery flicker on the edge of my consciousness.

There was silence, and I thought she might ignore me altogether, or perhaps had fallen asleep, when she spoke. “By the Source, can’t you leave me alone for even ten minutes?”

“Uh, yeah, sure. I just wanted to-”

“Noah? Seriously. Leave me alone.”

I stood there, staring at the archway’s column, frowning and unsure. She sounded tired and annoyed, as if I were her little brother trying to sneak into her bedroom.

“Then I’ll make it quick,” I said. “I’m sorry. There. That’s all I wanted to say.”

“Sorry?” Derision was rich in her voice. “For what? We passed the trial, didn’t we?”

“Yeah, we did. But at the end there, the way it happened -”

“What about it, Noah?” I heard the swirl and splash of water, as if she’d turned to face me. 

“I - well, I felt like I was a bit, I don’t know - rough? Like, maybe -”

“Oh god,” said Brielle. “Please shut up. You’re embarrassing yourself.”

“I’m what?” My confusion gave way to anger. “I’m just trying to -”

“For once in your life you acted like a man - though true, it took a little coaxing to get you there - and now you’re whining and apologizing?”

I didn’t know what to say. “That wasn’t how I normally behave.”

“Then you confirm what I thought. You’re not normally a man.”

Fury seized me and I stepped into the bathroom. Brielle was sunken to her pale shoulders in a massive copper tub, her hair spread out across the surface of the water like Sargasso seaweed. She narrowed her eyes at the sight of me, clearly in displeasure, and sank down to her chin. “Excuse you.”

“I - no, you listen to me,” I said, shaking in anger and stabbing my finger at her. She sank even lower into the water, down so that her nostrils barely cleared the surface, her hair spreading out even farther around her so that she looked like some mythological creature, a pond dryad or the like, watching me with narrowed eyes. 

And like that my anger faded away and left me feeling like an idiot, finger still outstretched, furious at her for - what? Not accepting my apology? 

“You know what? Whatever. My apology stands. You can laugh at it if you want, but - yeah. I’m sorry. There. Go ahead and make fun of me if you want.” And I hunched my shoulders and left the bathroom.

Silence followed me.

I sighed, shoulders slumping. So much for mending fences and making everything better. Listless, I wandered into the dining room where Imogen was writing in her journal in an elegant cursive. 

“Hey,” I said, pulling out a chair. “Mind if I join you?”

“Mmm,” she said, eyeing the rest of the blank page with longing, then closed her book and set it aside. “Sit. What’s on your mind?”

I laughed ruefully and did as she suggested. “What’s on my mind? I don’t even know. I’m feeling a little… overwhelmed, I guess.”

“That’s natural.” She leaned back, crossing her arms over her chest. “Your time in Bastion has been hectic, to say the least. Most saviors enter their trials with the basics of the universe and their mission already mastered, and receive appropriate rest, support, and instruction between trials. You? You’ve been fighting, hiding, and being tortured since you arrived.”

“Amongst other things,” I said, staring at the wood grain of the table.

“Yes,” said Imogen, quirking her head to the side with an amused smile. “That is part of your responsibilities, after all. And something I thought I should address before we are swept up in the fifth trial?”

“Oh?” My pulse sped up a little, but more out of nerves than anything else. “I’m not really feeling… well, you know.”

“You might not have a choice,” said Imogen. “The fifth trial is infamous for being the hardest. The first four usually test what each new companion brings to the group, but the fifth is a test of the whole. Whether we can come together and operate effectively under great strain.”

“We’ve done pretty well so far,” I said.

“Yes, we have. But there’s been a lot of luck involved as well. Educated guesswork and raw talent. The fifth trial cannot be so assayed. We must function as a tightly knit team, and the only way to achieve that level of communion is for you to enter the trial fully bonded to each member of your group.”

“Shit,” I said, rubbing my eyes. “Neveah swore she’d not sleep with me.”

“I know. That’s… problematic. But without that bond, we’ll be functioning at sub optimum levels. The bond - well.” She leaned forward, her stiff black dress rustling beneath the table. “There are the obvious benefits, such as our being able to sense where you are, and your being able to sense us all. As our bond deepens, that empathy will grow more complex. I’ve heard it said that advanced teams can read each other’s emotions, and there’s even legends of telepathy, though we’re far, far away from such intimacy. But there’s more -”

“Yeah,” I said. “Shalarra shared some of that. I gain abilities from you guys. Magic from you, obviously -”

“Which we need to work on, train -”

“And physical ability from Valeria, etcetera.” 

“Right. But there’s more to it even than that. A bonded group is a magical artifact, a creation of Kether. Kether is the source of all energy in the universe, the purest emanation of the Source. A complete team unleashes Kether’s blessings upon itself, resulting in all manner of subtle blessings. Increased luck, greater synergy of powers, the ability to coordinate attacks on an instinctive level…” 

I frowned at her. “Neveah said no.”

“She must be convinced. And you must find your fifth companion, though I think the candidate is obvious.”

“You do?”

Imogen arched an eyebrow at me. “Don’t play coy.”

“Emma,” I said. “But - she can’t fight, doesn’t know magic…”

“Not every member of a team must bring a martial skill. There are other, more subtle powers that ensure long term success. Emma brings - has already brought - harmony between us. She is a peacemaker, and I believe she’ll help us remain effective over the course of our quest. We in turn will have to protect her. But what use adding another warrior if we are always at each other’s throats and cease to trust each other?”

“Emma,” I said. 

“Your best friend.” Imogen tilted her head, trying to make eye contact with me, her glasses flashing as she did so. “Though she’s more to you than that, isn’t she?”

“What?” I sat up straight. “How do you know?”

Imogen laughed. “Come, Noah. One, you can’t look at her without blushing and follow her everywhere she goes with your eyes. Two, she’s an intelligent, empathic, loving and exceedingly beautiful young woman. And three, I can sense your emotions ratchet up in intensity whenever you’re talking or looking at her.”

“You can sense that?”

She nodded. “Our bond is a two way street. In time, we shall all know each other better than we’ve ever known anyone else. In time, all our secrets will come to the fore, and therein lies the greatest danger to a new group. Whether it can survive the maturation process, whether its constituent members can handle sharing truths with the others that they may now wish to acknowledge even to themselves.”

I considered Imogen. “You ready for that?”

She looked away. “I have no choice. But - yes. I think so.”

On instinct I reached out and placed my hand over her gloved one. “I’m really glad I met you in that library, Imogen.”

She looked surprised and two red spots appeared on her pale cheeks. “You are?”

I squeezed her hand and this time it was my turn to laugh. “Of course! I mean, obviously I chose you to join my group, but - more than that. You’re, you know. A really cool girl. I think we’d have been friends if we’d met in real life down on Earth.”

She considered, head canted to one side, then nodded. “It’s possible, yes. I find that I’m coming to like you as well, Noah. And not just as the savior of the universe.”

“Savior of the universe.” I shook my head and my smile faded. “What a trip.”

“What is it, Noah?” Her voice was soft. “Something troubles you.”

“You’re getting too damn perceptive,” I said. “It’s going to suck to not be able to keep secrets from each other.”

She smiled tightly but didn’t respond, letting her question hang in the air.

“It’s - bah. I don’t know.” I leaned forward, plunging my hands in my hair. “I’m changing so fast I barely recognize myself. Like, a few days ago, back on Earth? It took all my courage to tell Emma how I felt, and I did it too late and at the wrong place and time. I was a good kid. Quiet, nerdy, did what I was told. Now? I’m standing up to queens, I’m fighting my way through mobs of monsters, I’m making love to the most beautiful women…”

Imogen waited. 

“And, well. With Brielle, in the last trial.” I stared down at the table. “That wasn’t like me. I tried to apologize to her but she only laughed, but I still feel weird about it. Using her like that. In front of everyone. And when I think I might be turning into a completely new person, more violent, more angry, more weird, I feel like I’m losing track of myself. Who I see myself as.”

Imogen nodded. “I understand. I wrestled with much the same thing when I first began to study Hexen magic. It changed me. Made me think differently about things. Tried to take me over, and for a while, it almost did.”

I raised my eyebrows. “You almost got corrupted?”

“Yes.” She took her glove by the fingertips and with three sharp tugs pulled it off, setting her bare hand before me. For the first time I got a good look at her tattoos. They were dark and covered her hand like a second glove, mostly without form but looking like some kind of protoplasmic ooze, eyes 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.

“They’re like a second skin,” she said softly. “And they’re not really part of me. I’ve forged a symbiotic relationship with them. They act as an interface, allowing my will to reach through them to craft and shape dark magic, but at the same time they reach into me. Seek to twist me, influence my thoughts. Seek to consume me.”

Were her tattoos moving? I couldn’t quite tell, but they were unnerving to look at for long. Some of the eyes seemed to be actually staring back.

“If I relax my control, they grow more powerful. But even when I have them reigned in, they influence me. Make me short tempered, intolerant, prone to thinking violence is the answer, desiring ever rougher sex.” Imogen shivered and pulled her glove back on, replacing the lurid purples and blacks with her pristine white calfskin. “I’ve studied them enough to know what they want: my eventual destruction. For me to give in to my baser instincts and eventually be consumed. So I fight them off always. My vigil must be unending.”

“I’d no idea,” I whispered. 

“Of course not.” Her smile was lopsided. “But my point is that my experience can serve as a metaphor to yours, and for everyone else’s. We cannot fight the dark without interacting with it. We cannot defeat Lilith without entering her realm, and in doing so being influenced and shaped by those interactions and influences. If it were merely a question of cutting monsters apart, we could have sent forth legion after legion of soldiers to defeat her in battle. But it’s not. Many of the fights we shall face will be waged inside our souls.”

“Like during the fourth trial,” I said.

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

“So the smoke is what made me act that way?” I asked, feeling a spike of hope.

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

“Oh,” I said, sitting back. “So that was me.”

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

“Which is why you think we should take Emma,” I said.

“Precisely.” Imogen adjusted her glasses and gave me a tight smile. “She knows you better than any of us. And when our quest grows dark and you are truly challenged, she will be your best defense against the corruption of Lilith.”

“Shit,” I said. “This isn’t reassuring at all.”

“It wasn’t meant to be,” said Imogen. “It’s simply the truth.”

“Right. Right.” I took a deep breath. “OK. So invite Emma to join us, and find a way to convince Neveah to - uh -”

“Lay with you,” said Imogen. “Precisely. But you will also need to lie with Emma. We must all enter the fifth trial in a state of perfect union so that Kether may aid us as best it can.”

I groaned and buried my face in my hands. Sleep with Emma. My wildest, most desperate fantasy. But like this? Forced by circumstance so that I could lead her into the most perilous journey imaginable?

“So, uh, any tips on - well - seducing Neveah?”

Imogen snorted. “Don’t approach it as a seduction.”

“I know, I know,” I grumbled. “I just don’t know how else to put it.”

“I think…” Imogen slid her thumbs under her glasses and rubbed her eyes. “I think with her the no-nonsense approach is best. To simply explain the practical benefits, the cost of not doing so, and hope she proves reasonable.”

I thought of Neveah. Her flowing black hair, her demon blade, the nightmare she had lived these past six months - no, that didn’t even include her experiences out there in the Qlipothic spheres. “Reasonable.”

“If you like, I could approach her for you,” said Imogen. “Make the case.”

“Could you?” I sank down in my chair in relief. “I’d worship you forever.”

“Careful what you promise,” said Imogen with a mischievous gleam in her eye. “But very well. I’ll search her out and attempt to persuade her. You should take care of Emma in the meantime. You’ll need to space out your reserves.”

My face burned, and Imogen laughed. “I hope you never cease to blush,” she said, leaning forward to pinch my cheek. “It is absolutely endearing how easily you do.”

“Yeah, yeah,” I grumbled, rising to my feet and blushing all the harder. “Savior of the universe, blushing his way to victory.” I paused and blew out a deep breath. “Thanks, Imogen. For everything.”

“Of course,” she said, tilting her head to one side. “That’s what I’m here for.”

I smiled, squared my shoulders, and returned to the antechamber.

To Emma. 

To ask her to sleep with me.

 

 


Chapter 25

 


 

 

“How’d it go?” Emma asked as I walked over to where she lay on the couch. She dropped the crimson tome Imogen had given me so long ago onto her chest, and I saw that she was nearly finished with it. “You guys best friends again?”

I sat on the arm of the couch. “We were never besties.”

“I know,” she said. “Sarcasm. It’s a thing.”

“It went… pretty badly? But I got my apology in there, which I think is what matters. Left her stewing on it.”

“Great. That’s the best move, to leave your eternal companions chewing angrily on your attempts at peace. Recipe for success right there.”

“Emma,” I said. I couldn’t make small talk. Not with Imogen’s advice lodged in my mind like a cube of wood in a drainpipe. 

“Yeah?” She caught my change of tone and sat up, setting the book on the coffee table. 

“Um.” My heart was thudding against my ribcage like a rubber mallet. My palms were suddenly damp with sweat and my mouth as dry as the Mojave. 

“Noah?” She crossed her legs and faced me, back straight, curling a strand of her pale blond hair behind her ear.

I felt like I’d swallowed a bowling ball. “Um. Do you, uh, want to be…” My voice just gave out. Like a car running out of gas. I couldn’t breathe.

“Your fifth companion?” Her voice had grown very quiet.

I wanted to die. I couldn’t look at her. “Um. Yeah.”

There was a long pause. It felt like an hour crawled by. I didn’t move a muscle. Remained frozen like a rabbit who hopes the lion would ignore him and pass on by. 

“Yeah,” she said, voice soft. “I do.”

My whole body shook, and I felt pins and needles all over the back of my hands, the nape of my neck, the tops of my feet. Don’t ask me what my body was doing, but it felt like my cells were rioting or going on strike or both. 

“You do?” I half turned to her. She looked so serious, lips pursed, brow lowered, so enchanting and amazing and - and - 

“Yeah.” She picked up the crimson book. “I’ve pretty much finished this thing, and what’s waiting for you out there… well, it’s some terrifying stuff. I don’t claim to understand most of what I read, but I got enough of it to know you’re in for a really tough time.”

“Which is why you should say no,” I said, sliding off the arm and onto the couch, turning to face her. “I don’t want to take you out there, put you through that shit. You should go home, stay safe -”

“I can’t go home,” she said. “While you were in your fourth trial I asked Hawke a bunch of things. People don’t get sent back anymore. Not since Chokmah fell to Lilith. Shalarra had to have been lying when she said there was a way. I’d be stuck here in Bastion waiting for you to finish your quest.”

“OK, well, that’s still better than heading out there into the madness of it all,” I said.

“No. I don’t think it would be.” She bit her lower lip. “I don’t think I could just sit here for days or weeks or months and not know what was happening to you. If you’d made it, or died, or…” She shrugged. “Especially if there’s a chance I could help. Make a difference. This is so much bigger than us, Noah. So much more important. We’re nothing compared to what’s at stake.”

“But…” I was running out of reasons. “It’ll be dangerous. You don’t know how to fight, how to… well…”

“Do anything?” She smiled. “I know. But that’s why we have Valeria and Neveah and Imogen, right? Brielle too? And even you, with your magic sword, you’re growing into something amazing. The Kadamata. Noah Kadamata. You’ll protect me. And in turn, I’ll protect you.”

I didn’t know what to say.

Emma took my hand. “There’s a running theme throughout the book about how Lilith defeats her greatest foes. She does it without fighting them, without lifting a finger. She has them defeat themselves. It’s pretty vague, and there’s a lot of philosophy and mysticism in there that I don’t get, but one thing’s pretty clear: Lilith is going to try to warp you, corrupt you, turn you into her tool. And I can fight that. I can remind you who you are. We share so many memories. I can be there for you, keep you on the path.”

I looked down at her hand. Her skin was smooth, her touch cool, her fingers long. “You sound just like Imogen.”

“And Imogen’s pretty sharp, right? Which means I’m making sense.”

“…yeah,” I said.

“So yes. I’ll be your fifth companion, Noah. And I know what that means. And I’m OK with that.”

“OK?” I said, trying to keep the hurt from my voice.

“Yes,” she said, squeezing my hand. “You’re my best friend, Noah Kilmartin. I love you, in my own way. And - who knows? What I’ve seen of you, how you’re changing - maybe - well, it’s like you’re becoming someone new right before my eyes. Someone I…” She gave a helpless shrug. “I don’t know. But things are changing. In every way. And so, yes. I’ll be your fifth companion. I’ll sleep with you. And, as to the future - who knows?”

Sweet pain filled my chest. I’d always wanted this, but not like this. I’d always dreamed of Emma desiring me, lusting for me, wanting me as much as she’d wanted Michael. Looking at me as she’d watched him. But that had always been a fantasy. This was real. And as Emma had said, this was so much bigger than us. So much more important than my fantasies.

I’d take what I could get, and hope, desperately hope, that things would grow as we changed.

As I changed.

I stood and pulled her to her feet. “OK.”

“Now?” she asked, a small hitch in her breath.

Calm certainty filled me. Emma was never going to fall madly, insanely in love with me. Instead, what we had was a deep connection, a love that wasn’t carnal, but which perhaps was something more. A different kind of bond, a different means through which to connect. And as a result there was no sense in waiting.

I could feel her growing more nervous as we walked into the bedroom, leaving Valeria still asleep on the couch. I could sense Imogen in the dining room beyond, Brielle still in the bathroom, though she’d emerged from the bath. Neveah was nowhere to be found. The bedroom was all ours.

As if in a dream I walked over to the massive bed and sat on its edge. Emma sat next to me, and suddenly her calm, her poise, was gone; she was trembling, and in the face of her nervousness I felt myself grow more centered. 

This wasn’t how I wanted it, but it was the best I was ever going to get. Emma was offering herself to me truly, absolutely, without reservation, and from a place of love. I could live with that. More, it felt like a blessing. A deeper level to our friendship. And from that place of certainty I cupped her cheek, leaned in like I’d dreamed of doing for so long, and kissed her.

She didn’t kiss me back, not at first; her lips were soft, as cool as her fingers, and she sat rigid, frozen, as I kissed her gently. Then she seemed to stir, come to life, and she returned the kiss, not opening her mouth but pressing into me, something almost chaste, tentative, hesitant.

I sat there, one hand on her cheek, simply experiencing the sensation of our lips pressed together, how right it felt, how good. A wave of desire lapped through me and I moved a little closer, tilting my head to kiss her with more ardor, and again I sensed her hesitate and then return the kiss, following my lead.

I pulled back. Met her gaze through her pale hair, then climbed across the bed, up to where the pillows were. She did the same, long and lithe, only to pause and sit up to shrug her way out of her black jacket, leaving her only in her white shirt and jeans. 

I could make out the contours of her bra under her shirt. I wanted to explore her body, to get to know her, to taste her every inch of skin, but that didn’t feel right. So instead I pulled her down into my arms, and we kissed, holding each other, until at last she pulled away and rested her head on my shoulder.

“I’m ready,” she whispered. “How do you want to…?”

I reached down and undid the button of her jeans. Or tried to; the fabric was stiff, and it took some fumbling to finally pop it free. Neither of us laughed. I pulled down the zipper and the backs of my fingers brushed against her panties, and I felt the texture of her pubic hair through them. It was like a jolt of electricity rushed through me; I shivered and inhaled sharply, and then smiled as she turned onto her back, lifting her hips so that she could shimmy her jeans down over her thighs and the lift her knees up so she could pull them off altogether.

We turned to face each other again, and I stared deep into her eyes as I moved my hand down over her bare hip. She shivered just as I had done, and a ghost of a smile flickered across her face before disappearing.

It felt surreal to be running my fingers down her thigh. I felt goosebumps appear under my touch, then brought my hand back up, slowly, gently, to cup her sex.

She inhaled, a sharp, small sound, and I went still. Simply cupped her mound through her panties, feeling her through the thin fabric, claiming her in some way, making what was happening between us real. I leaned in and kissed her, and this time there was a searching quality to her response, a new hunger, still tentative but there.

Slowly I moved my hand from side to side, rubbing the base of my palm over the top of her mons where her clit was, slowly but with pressure, side to side, and I felt a subtle shift of her hips as she turned more onto her back, allowing her thighs to open a fraction more, giving me better access. 

A moan, lost within out kiss, and then her mouth opened just enough for her tongue to slip through and meet mine, and again I felt that jolt of electricity, that rumble of desire stemming up from my core, and now I probed with my fingers, rubbing and sliding my middle finger between her lips, down into the hollow that was growing wet and where her canal began.

She closed her eyes and slid an arm over me. In contrast to my slow and steady control my heart was racing away, and my breath was starting to grow uneven. I gazed upon her as she tightened her eyes before the sensations she was feeling, and thought to myself in wonder: this is Emma. I’m rubbing Emma’s pussy. I’m feeling her growing wet beneath my hand. I’m going to make love to her. To Emma.

Voicing those words in my head caused a new surge of rough desire to flood through me, and without realizing my own intent my fingers pushed aside her panties and slid inside her.

She stiffened in surprise and I froze. But when she opened her eyes and nodded and I slid my fingers deeper, into her tight wetness, so hot and slick, and then slid my thumb under her panties as well and began to rub it across the top of her clit.

“No,” she gasped, reaching down to grasp my wrist. “That’s too much.”

“Sorry,” I whispered, moving to pull my hand away altogether, but she gripped it tight and held it in place.

“Just - just go slow,” she said, eyes wide, lights swimming in their depths. “All right?”

“Of course.” I resumed sliding my fingers in and out of her, and soon she relaxed, releasing my wrist and turning her face away from me and into the pillow. Her hips began to rise and fall, again, the smallest of movements, but I sensed her rhythm and matched it, curling my fingers up at the last moment in a come-hither gesture that rubbed the top of her canal and made her gasp anew.

“Now,” she said, voice intense and quiet and absolutely certain. “Now, Noah.”

“Don’t you want me to…” Finish? I wanted her to come, to give her that, to hold her as I brought her that pleasure.

But she shook her head, pulled my hand free, and then undid my belt, her fingers more confident and expert than my own, and a second later her cool hands slipped inside my leggings to clasp my cock, grasp it in such a way that my whole body throbbed like a giant YES shouted up from the very depths of my being.

I pulled my leggings down to my knees and then rolled onto her. She parted her thighs and angled her hips and when I reached down to slide her panties aside she guided me between her lips and then I was inside her.

The sensation was exquisite, and I closed my eyes and arched my back as I slid slowly, with terrible, utter control, all the way in. Emma clasped me tight, pushing against me, her hips rising, her legs wrapping around my own, and when I finally could go no further I opened my eyes and saw that she was watching me. 

I couldn’t move. I was buried deep inside her pussy, inside Emma, that woman I loved, that I had always loved, that I’d never thought I’d have a chance with, and suddenly I felt like I’d been caught, her gaze sober and serious, her face pale, her hot wetness grasping me tightly. 

I didn’t know what to do. How to move. I felt like a deer in headlights. My whole being thrummed like a plucked guitar string, my cock straining till it felt like it would burst, and then Emma moved, her whole body sliding up to disengage me, angling her hips down, and I thought: she’s changed her mind, she doesn’t want to do this, she can’t, this was all a horrible mistake -

And then she slid back, taking me again, and I thrust into her and she groaned and that sound, that moan of desire, was the sweetest, most erotic, most amazing sound I’d ever heard in my life.

With both my arms locked straight, hands beside her head, I watched as she moved herself up and down, slowly, taking me in, then easing me out. She arched her back, breasts straining against her white shirt, and turned her face from side to side, her pale hair streaming over it, and for once she didn’t care.

I couldn’t hold back any longer. I began to match her, easing in when she slid down, pulling back when she pulled away. Soon we were both locked into a rhythm, and all I could do was stare down at her, marvel at what was happening, right now, this very moment, each second a bomb dropped into my awareness as I told myself over and over again I’m fucking Emma and still couldn’t quite believe it.

She reached for my hips and I dropped down to my elbows, burying my face in her hair, breathing her in as I started to move faster, the sensation building like a tidal wave within me. I was somewhere else, the world fading away, so that there was only Emma and me, our bodies locked together, my cock sliding in and out of her pussy over and over again, out till my head nearly escaped her lips then thrust deep back inside her, like an Olympic diver plunging into the depths of a swimming pool after a perfect insertion, a powerful, thundering thrust that would stop and reverse over and over again.

Some part of me knew I should slow down, should draw this out, that I needed to think of her, her own build up, but it was beyond my control. I was lost. I was falling, deeper and deeper into a dark, crimson void, losing myself inside her, the thrusts growing faster, harder, till with a jerk I rose to my knees, pushed her own back so that they were nearly at her shoulders, opening her completely before me and then I let loose.

I heard her cries distantly as I thundered into her, and with a shout I came, a violent, torrential release like a flash flood down a slot canyon, an explosive convulsion from my very core, and motes of light burst before my eyes as I cried out something incoherent, a cry torn from my soul. 

I leaned back, releasing her knees and lifting her hips, desperate to sink just little deeper into her, to join with her, to bury myself into her very core. 

Even in my state of rapture I felt a shuddering sense of exultation and relief as I felt her cum, felt her pussy clamp tight around my cock, heard her ecstasy in her voice, and then I fell into her arms, face pressed into her neck, and she wrapped her arms and legs around me and held me tight.

I don’t know for how long we lay like that, my cock buried deep within her, our bodies intertwined. For a long time we simply gasped, panting for air, my face lost in her hair, buried in the pillow, she simply staring up at the ceiling.

Finally, reluctantly, I pulled out, slipped free, and rolled onto my back, suddenly too nervous to look at her. We lay next to each other, shoulders touching, and then she lifted her hand to pass it over her brow and said one word that filled me with more pleasure and pride than anything else: “Wow.”

I laughed, voice shaky, feeling blissed out, on top of the world, suffused with sunlight and amazement. “Wow,” I said in turn, agreeing.

We didn’t speak. As the glow faded, I started to feel self-conscious, my confidence and calm starting to fade and be replaced by doubt and nervousness. Should I crack a joke? Compliment her? Just lay still and act natural? What was natural at this point? 

Finally she sat up, found her jeans, and pulled them back on. I just lay there and watched, the sweat cooling on my brow. 

“Emma,” I said.

She rolled over and kissed my cheek, then slipped past me, off the bed, and disappeared through the archway into the antechamber.

I lay there feeling poleaxed. Was she upset? Had I done something wrong? Should I have gone more gentle with her at the end? But no, she’d cried out as she’d come, and I’d now been with enough women now to recognize a shattering orgasm.

Then…?

I sat up and rubbed at my head. Maybe… maybe things were just going to be weird for a bit. Growing pains in our relationship? I swung my legs over the edge of the bed and sat there, frowning at the archway. Should I go after her? No. She looked like she’d needed room. Space.

Maybe… maybe feelings about Michael had come up. Or conflicts over our friendship. Or…

I sighed and gave up. 

I rose, buckled my belt, and then considered where to go next. I didn’t want to go anywhere. So instead I just flopped back onto the bed and lay still, eyes closed, luxuriating in the last vestiges of my own orgasm, that dull, slothful delicious laziness that had stolen over me. I wanted nothing more than to act like a cat, curling up in a patch of sunlight somewhere, and sleep.

I must have dozed, because I awoke to the sensation of someone touching my shoulder. Not someone. Something.

Neveah stood beside the bed, scabbarded blade extended. She’d awoken me by prodding me with its tip.

“Neveah?” I asked, heart racing. The light had dimmed, and she was little more than a shadow, her face a pale smudge, her hair gleaming.

“Imogen came to me,” she said.

Oh god.

“She said it would be best for our group if we fucked. Explained how it would improve… everything.”

Her tone was nearly lifeless. A strange combination of factual and… indifferent? I desperately studied her face. Was she agreeing? Disagreeing? I had no earthly idea.

“She spoke sense,” continued Neveah. “Which is why I’ve come to say goodbye.”

“Goodbye? What?”

“I won’t sleep with you, Noah. I made that clear from the beginning. But I understand the necessity. You need a fully bonded companion. That cannot be me. So. I shall leave your group, allowing you to find a fourth.”

“Wait, wait wait wait.” I moved to the edge of the bed, and Neveah took a gliding step back. I wouldn’t have been surprised if she’d fallen into a combat crouch. “Look. Hold up. There’s no need to talk about goodbyes and leaving or whatever.”

Neveah didn’t respond. Simply stood there, a lithesome shadow, blade in hand, large eyes faintly catching the light.

“Look.” I hunched over, rubbed at my eyes and tried to collect my thoughts. “I really want you in this team. You’re like… you’re amazing. The way you took down Belerus? And - well, everything about you.”

She still didn’t respond. Didn’t move.

“There’s a ton of freaky stuff waiting for me out there,” I said, pointing at the wall, meaning the Qlipoth spheres and hoping she understood. “And to be honest, I’m kind of terrified. Having you by my side? It’s ridiculously comforting. You’re… I mean, you’re amazing. I already said that, didn’t I? But it’s true. I need you, Neveah. And if you don’t want to - you know - then we don’t have to.”

“It will hurt your chances of success,” said Neveah coolly. “You won’t enjoy the full blessing of Kether. I know from experience how powerful that blessing is.”

“I know. Imogen told me all about it. And, yeah. That sucks. I can use all the blessings I can get. But like I said, having you on the team is worth that sacrifice. I’ll respect your wishes. Always. I swear it.”

It was unnerving how still she stood. The idea of laying down with her was more unnerving yet. It would be like trying to make love to a katana, or a panther, or a column of midnight, or - I shook my head, trying to clear it of the shitty metaphors. 

“You sure?” 

“Yes,” I said. “Absolutely. I do not want to lose the bad-ass assassin lady with the demon sword. I’m one hundred percent on that one.”

There was a long loop attached to her scabbard, and she looped this over her neck so that her blade hung loosely by her side. “Very well. Then I’ll stay.”

“Thank god,” I said.

“But my condition remains. I will not sleep with you, Noah. Not now, not ever. Am I clear?”

“Yes. No sex. Just lots of killing demons. Got it.”

She hesitated, as if unsure if I truly understood, then gave a very shallow bow and walked soundlessly out of the room.

“Shit,” I said, not out of regret but relief. It felt like I’d dodged a bullet. I flopped back on the bed and stared up at the dark ceiling. This whole savior thing was way more complicated than I’d ever guessed it would be.

A few minutes must have passed. Despite my Neveah-induced mini-heart attack, my eyelids started to droop again. My exhaustion ran deep. But then a shadow appeared in the doorway. 

“You awake, Noah?” Valeria.

“Yeah,” I said, struggling to sit up. “What’s up?”

“We’re being summoned.” The Valkyrie crossed her arms and leaned against the doorway. I guess the summons weren’t critically urgent. “Shalarra wants to speak with you.”

“God, Shalarra. When’s she going to go away?”

“Never,” said Valeria. “Like it or not, she’s the queen.”

“Fine. What’s she want to talk about?”

“The situation around the council chamber downstairs has gotten worse. That, and she wants to impart some final wisdom on you before the fifth trial.”

“More wisdom,” I said. “Great. I’m all for wisdom as long as it’s really that and not badly hidden attempts at manipulation.”

Valeria snorted. “I think we’re passed that now. Everyone’s taking your savior bid seriously. Including Emma, it seems.”

“Ah,” I said. “Yeah. So. Um. That happened.”

“Good,” said Valeria. “She’s a wise choice. I like her. She’ll make us stronger.”

“You do?” I felt a pang of relief. 

“Of course I do.” Valeria shifted her weight, and I could sense her amusement. “Why wouldn’t I? She’s a good person, and she cares very much about you.”

“Yeah, she does,” I said, trying not to sound bitter. Cares. Not loves.

“And that means our team is finalized. Myself, Imogen, Neveah, Brielle, and Emma. We’re ready for the fifth trial, and once we pass it, we’ll begin our quest to slay Lilith.”

“That’s true,” I said. “How crazy is that? I don’t think I ever actually believed I’d get to this point. With five powerful women ready to support me on this damn quest.” I shook my head in amazement. “Crazy.”

“You need to have more faith in yourself,” said Valeria. She pushed away from the archway, stepped across the bedroom and then crouched smoothly before me, hands resting on my knees. Her golden curls glimmered in the gloom, and I could feel her eyes upon me. “You’re a good man, Noah. Kind. Compassionate. Strong. Determined. Open. You handle yourself well in times of danger, and care about us. All of us. You’ve proven your loyalty to each member of your team, and have earned everyone’s in return. You’ve passed the first four trials. You’re ready to pass the fifth. I have faith in you. I believe in you. I know that we will journey across the Qlipothic spheres, that we’ll reach Lilith, and once we do, that we’ll slay her and save the universe.”

She spoke with such conviction that it actually shook me up. I didn’t have her faith. I still didn’t believe I could pull this off. But I could sense her, like a golden fire burning brightly before me. Could sense her conviction, almost as if she were trying to will it into me, solidify my own faltering faith.

“Yeah,” I said. “Thank you. I… I needed that. And - well. I’ll work on it. Believing as you do.”

“Good,” she said, rising to her feet. “But work fast. Doubt is the crack in the wall through which Lilith’s corruption may enter.” She extended her hand, and when I took it she pulled me easily to my feet. Damn she was strong. “But, then again, the fifth trial should purge you of that doubt as well. It is the last and toughest of the trials. If we make it through, you will have no choice but to believe. Now come. They await us.”

 


Chapter 26

 


 

 

The vast meeting chamber with its oval table depicting the tree of life was empty but for Hawke and Shalarra. The captain stood to one side, hands linked behind his back, while the queen sat at the head of the table as before, chin resting on one hand, gazing fixedly at the carved diagram that spread out before her.

She looked up as we entered, and I saw a new expression on her face; something half way between resignation and exhaustion, a mixture of melancholy and regret. 

“Thank you for coming, savior. We are short on time. I shall endeavor to keep this meeting brief.”

I moved to the table’s edge, my companions spreading out around me. “Shalarra.”

“I have many regrets,” she said, looking down at the table once more. “Many self-recriminations, even, but I shan’t waste your time with them. Instead, I will seek to provide you with what aid I can before you attempt the fifth and final trial. This may very well be the last time we speak, for those who pass the last trial are faced with the decision as to which path they shall choose to reach Lilith, and must begin their quest immediately.”

This took me aback. “Immediately? I thought there might be some time to recover, or - I don’t know - pack bags, get ready…?”

Shalarra’s smiled sadly. “No. Upon passing the trial - for pass it you must - you shall be faced with three portals. Your first and perhaps most important decision will be which path to take. Which Qlipothic sphere you shall first enter: Ghogiel, Satoriel, or Belial?”

I glanced nervously to Imogen then back to Shalarra. “Those names mean nothing to me.”

“And therein lies the tragedy of our situation,” said Shalarra. “My fault, perhaps. You fortunately have one well versed in these matters traveling with you, but I shall give you a brief overview. Each of these were once spheres from the tree of life, manifestations of the Source’s journey from pure creative energy to the material world which we know and experience. Each has been warped by Lilith’s influence, and now exists as a dark reflection of their former selves.

“Let us begin with the first. 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. If Kether is beyond mortal understanding, Chokmah could be seen as the point of origin of all dynamics and the beginning of perception.

“As Ghogiel, however, it has been turned into a realm that is antagonistic to creative potential and motion. It’s nature is defined by its tendency to block, to inhibit, and represents the death of the first seed of creation. Its masters are known as The Hindering Ones.”

I nodded, mouth dry. “That doesn’t sound promising. We want to pass through it, right? Not be hindered?”

“True,” said Shalarra. “But you’ll soon learn that each sphere presents its own difficulties. The next one was once known as Binah, the ‘mother’ to Chokmah’s ‘father’. There the divine energies were shaped and balanced, given structure and form. It’s 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. Its masters are known as The Concealing Ones.”

“That… doesn’t sound good either,” I said. “The last one?”

“The third sphere you can reach directly from Kether is Belial, which once was 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, Belial, as it is now known, 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 become 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.”

“And it’s masters?” I asked.

“The Worthless Ones,” whispered Imogen. 

I inhaled deeply and pressed my palms flat on the table staring down at its dull gray surface. “So. Ghogiel whose nature is to block and hinder, Satoriel that conceals and gets you lost, or Belial which - what? Traps you in sterile knowledge?”

Shalarra nodded. “The trees of life and death operate on many levels, from the processes that created the universe to the spiritual path each person must walk to achieve enlightenment. When you visit these realms you will have physical, visceral experiences - you shall travel across them, fight its residents, seek the portals to the next spheres - but those very experiences will be colored by the nature of the sphere in which you travel.”

I blew out my cheeks. “They all sound awful. Neveah?” I looked to where she stood apart from us, arms crossed, chin lowered. “Which one did you guys pick?”

She stepped forward to the table’s edge, her every movement precise like a ballerina’s, and then pointed far across its surface to where a circle was deeply carved in the stone. “Belial.”

“Did you guys get through it?”

She flushed, and I realized that I was thoughtless prodding at her most painful memories. 

“No,” she said at last. “We grew lost there. My only memories are of our being trapped in - the images don’t make sense to me any longer. It now feels like a shifting nightmare. But that’s where I lost my memories as well. I don’t know what happened to us, in the end.”

“Loss of knowledge,” I said. “That makes sense, I guess. And - well. Maybe reason to avoid going that route. So Ghogiel or Satoriel.”

“Let me point out one more thing,” said Shalarra. “From any of those three you may find a portal taking you to Tagimron, where inner beauty is obfuscated and one’s intuition dulled to the point of vanishing. It is a realm of confusion. But if you choose Satoriel you can access Golohab, whereas if you choose Ghogiel you can access Gha Agsheblah.”

I rubbed at my temples. “This is starting to feel like the world’s worst game of chess. Are any of those two preferable to Tagimron?”

Shalarra shrugged.  “Golohab, reached from Satoriel, is a realm of judgement and merciless violence, a realm of anger and fire. Gha Agsheblah is perhaps the strangest realm, 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.”

I made a face. “You’re right. None of these sound any good.” I turned to Imogen. “Any thoughts?”

To my surprise, Imogen hopped up onto the table and walked across its massive surface to stand before Shalarra and gaze down at the inscribed spheres. 

“I agree that Belial is a poor choice. Becoming trapped or losing one’s memories is a perilous risk to take.” She hesitated, then waved her hand as if brushing away flies. “I could speak on this matter for hours, but we must keep it simple, must we not? Which is why I would also advise against Satoriel, where perception grows warped and the way is easily lost.” 

She walked across the table and tapped her toe on a large sphere to Shalarra’s right. “I advise Ghogiel. Yes it shall block us, seek to impede our progress, but we shall retain our sense of self, our sense of purpose. And whatever challenges are thrown our way, we can work at our full capacity to overcome them.”

Emma rounded the table, trailing her fingers across its length. “So you would advise them moving on to Gha Agsheblah? The realm of suffocating love?”

Imogen turned to consider the path. “That or Tagimron, the realm of lost inner beauty. Both seem preferable to Golohab, where violence and fire sweep from horizon to horizon.”

I looked to my other companions. Valeria had her arms crossed, lips pursed, and listened with fierce focus but didn’t seen about to add anything to the conversation. Brielle leaned her hip against the table, her thumb pressed to her lower lip, her brows lowered. Neveah stood farther away once more, her expression inscrutable.

“Brielle,” I asked. “Which route did you father pick?”

She startled, as if jostled out of a reverie. “My father? When he set forth Chokmah had not yet fallen. The savior with whom he traveled chose that as her route, and it’s said that they planned to proceed straight into Gha Agsheblah.”

“Each savior’s failure results in the fall of a sphere,” said Shalarra, voice subdued. “Which is why you cannot fail. Kether is all that remains.”

“Yeah, no pressure,” I said. “I agree with Imogen. We’ll go for Ghogiel, fight our way through, and then decide whether to hit Gha Agsheblah or Tagimron when the time comes. I don’t fancy losing my sense of self or my memories either.”

“Very well,” said Shalarra. She raised an eyebrow at Imogen. “If you’re done.”

“Mmmhmm,” said Imogen, slowly making her way back, studying the map carefully as she did so. “You didn’t mention the Abyss that lies between the First Triad and the rest of the tree of death.”

“No,” said Shalarra. “Amongst many, many other things. That responsibility shall fall to you, librarian.”

“Very well,” said Imogen, hopping down off the table beside me. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Now,” said Shalarra, bestirring herself and sitting up. “Onto the next matter. With your five companions selected it is time we passed them through the Crucible, to both reveal their past and their futures. You, Noah, were defined by the Magus symbol and your future was the World, as auspicious a combination as I have ever seen. Now that you’ve bonded with your companions, Kether will allow us to glimpse what lies in store for them as well. Who shall be first?”

I hesitated. “Ah - well, I haven’t, uh, ‘bonded’ with Neveah.” I almost added yet in apology, purely on reflex, but managed to bite that down. 

“Oh?” Shalarra glanced from me to Neveah then back. “Is there…?”

“She’s made it very, very clear that we won’t be bonding. It was one of her conditions,” I said, words tumbling over each other. “And yes, I know what this means, the full blessing of Kether, and so on. But I’ve decided - as savior - that I really want her in my team, and am willing to make that sacrifice. This is my decision.”

Shalarra’s shoulders slumped. “Fine. Only a few hours ago I might have argued, but who am I to offer an opinion at this point? Do as you wish. Still.” She tapped her lips. “Neveah did undergo a bond. Thus she might still qualify for the Crucible. Would you attempt it anew?”

Neveah took a step forward. “Only if it is required of me.”

I glanced to Imogen, eyebrow raised in question. She shrugged. “It’s useful to know. Can even shape our decisions down the road.”

“Then… would you?” I asked Neveah.

“Very well,” she said.

“So be it,” said Shalarra. “The rest of you, position yourselves around the table at equal distances, please.” She then stood and raised her hands. Between them a ball of golden light appeared, bright as the sun. I narrowed my eyes against its brilliance, and when my companions had taken their places Shalarra let out a cry and the ball flew forth over the center of the table where it burst into a flare of gold, momentarily blinding me. When my vision returned, the air thrummed with power and golden lines as thick as my wrist connected me to my team.

The thickest line flew from my heart to Valeria, with the next thickest going to Imogen. The brightest however was easily my connection to Emma, while the line that connected me to Brielle was hazy and poorly defined. Neveah stood in isolation. To my surprise I saw a translucent line of gold as thin as thread connecting Valeria and Imogen. Interesting. Had they slept together? Or no - perhaps they’re bonding through me?

Shalarra gestured with her hands, looking like she was weaving a ball of pasta into a dress, and from her fingertips flew a revolving series of geometric shapes, all of them superimposed over each other and inscribed with glowing runes. These settled over Neveah’s head, and there did revolve in opposite directions, giving her the appearance of a mathematical saint, the shapes taking on a halo-like appearance.

“The first symbol,” said Shalarra, voice breaking the pregnant silence. “The essence of Neveah as she stands before us today.”

I watched, heart in throat, as a form materialized above her. It was a woman, bandaged and battered and leaning on a tall staff, her face set in an expression of fierce resolve. A wall of staves rose behind her, each of different length but planted firmly in the ground.

“The Nine of Wands,” said Shalarra, voice soft. “An admirable symbol. It speaks of resilience and an ability to overcome. Of losses and defeats, of hidden enemies and being doubted. But if you hold to your convictions, if you are able to overcome your distrust of yourself and others and leave the past behind, you shall eventually prosper and succeed.”

Neveah frowned as she stared up at the glowing symbol.

“Now for your future,” said Shalarra. “If you are truly to be a companion for Noah, then this symbol must be drawn from the Major Arcana.” She waved her hands once more, spoke a series of resonant words, and a second image materialized above Neveah’s head.

Several gasps sounded from around the table. It was a symbol even I recognized, one universal and dreaded even in the modern day: a skeleton clad in armor riding a pale horse, men and women, children and priests all bowing before his passage.

“Death,” intoned Shalarra. “The unconquerable purifier. Fear not! Its meaning is not literal. Rather, it signifies the end of a major phase in Neveah’s life, and the beginning of a new cycle. A door must close for a new one to be opened. Ah, Kether, how I admire your ways - how well this symbol fits with the Nine of Wands! Neveah, a time of great transformation and change shall soon be upon you. You will have to let go of your current sense of self, your very being, and allow yourself to be transformed into something new, something greater, more vital, more precious. This shall not be easy. In fact, it may be the most painful transition of your life. But this change, it is coming, and your success on Noah’s quest will depend on your ability to transform, and radically.”

I took a deep, steadying breath. That sounded much better than I’d supposed. Neveah hugged herself tightly and refused to meet my eye.

Shalarra ran her hands down her hips as if drying her palms and then looked to me. “Shall we proceed?”

All I could do was nod.

“Valeria. Prepare yourself.”

Once more Shalarra repeated her invocation, and once more did those revolving geometries appear, moving to spin slowly over Valeria’s head.

“The first symbol. Your past and current state of being.”

I studied the materializing image with fascination. A woman stood upon a bluff, her back to us, her head bowed so that we could not see her face, a black cloak hanging down to her ankles. At her feet three chalices lay on their sides, while behind her two more stood upright.

“The Five of Chalices,” said Shalarra. “Loss. Bereavement. Difficulty.”

Valeria’s face grew pale. 

“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. But note the two upright chalices; these speak to hope, of not all being lost. If you can but turn from your past to consider the future, you shall see that there is yet something to strive for.”

This didn’t sound like Valeria at all. Did it? The Valeria I knew was strong, focused, determined, pro-active and brave. But then why did she look so stricken? Valeria’s eyes were wide, her lips a thin line, and she looked nauseous. How well did I really know her?

“Now for your future.”

A symbol slowly coalesced beside the first, but it took far longer to appear than the others. It shimmered and faded in and out, as if resisting Shalarra’s call, and when it finally appeared I took a step back.

A woman stood facing us, tall and austere, her face haloed by curved, rusted blades. Her eyes were blank, her lips full, and the cloak that fell from her shoulders was parted down the center, revealing her naked body beneath. Bat-like wings emerged from behind her, and a naked man and woman knelt before her, loose chains around their necks binding them to an iron ring at the woman’s feet.

“Lilith,” hissed Shalarra.

“No,” said Valeria, her voice stricken. “No. It cannot be.”

“The Lady of Pain,” whispered Imogen, voice little more than a croak. “Oh no.”

“What does this mean?” I asked, fighting off panic. Nobody spoke. “Shalarra? What does it mean?”

“Lilith represents the hidden, dark urges within us. The forces of negativity which constrain us, hinder us, corrupt us. Our fears and addictions, our most harmful impulses. She weaves deceptions and lies, binds us to her will by making us believe we have no other choice. See how the noose around their necks hangs slack? They are free to remove her chains at any time, but do not do so; they have given themselves freely over to her power.”

“What are you saying?” My voice was tight, my gut churning. “That Valeria’s going to work for Lilith?”

“No,” said Valeria again, her voice little more than a moan.

“I’m not saying anything,” said Shalarra, her expression bleak. “But this is as dire a warning as anyone can receive. A time will come 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 knee to Lilith and bow her head.”

“Never,” said Valeria, voice hoarse. “I will never bend knee! Do you hear me? Never!”

“Listen to me now, Valeria,” said Shalarra, voice rich with authority and power. “When that time comes, remember this moment. Remember my words: the despair that will assail you will be an illusion. The trap will be of your own making. Lilith never has any real power over us - it is always given to her. Remember that, when the time comes. Remember that you will always retain the final authority over your soul.”

Valeria let out a sob and buried her face in her hands. I steadied myself against the table’s edge. Valeria? I’d have sworn she was the most steadfast and dependable of us all. Holy shit. What were we getting ourselves into?

“Next,” said Shalarra. “We do not have time to dwell. Imogen. Your bond is the second strongest. Prepare yourself.”

Once more the invocation, the summoned geometries, but this time I watched them materialize with dread. Valeria managed to control herself, to rejoin us at the table, but I saw tears glimmering in her eyes. I wanted nothing so much as to go to her, but I couldn’t disrupt the ceremony. Couldn’t miss what was about to happen next.

Imogen gazed upward, gloved hands curled into fists, the golden light reflecting in flashes off her glasses. 

A woman appeared, seated in a throne, a blade held upright in one fist, the other hand extended as if in greeting. A crown sat upon her brow, and she exuded a stern, commanding presence.

“The Queen of Swords,” breathed Shalarra as if in relief. “A welcome symbol.”

I saw Imogen sag as if her knees had gone weak, and then she allowed herself a private smile before schooling her features and turning her attention to Shalarra.

“This sign speaks of a mature intellect that is devoid of emotion. Of one’s ability to judge and discern impartially, without being influenced by sentimentality. She is independent and not swayed by the needs or concerns of others; guided by her own rationality, she cuts through mystery by drawing on information and facts. Perceptive, analytical, and without compassion, she is a symbol of strength and impartiality.”

If anything, Imogen looked a little smug as she crossed her arms.

“Now for your future.” 

A second image appeared, swelling forth brightly to glow alongside the seated queen. Another woman, also seated, flanked by columns so that she seemed to rest before a gate. A book was visible in her lap, half hidden by her robes, and a curved moon was trapped beneath her foot.

“This I did not expect,” breathed Shalarra. “The High Priestess. Also known in the different worlds as Isis, Icarthina, Persephone, the Corn Maiden, Val’shania, Athena. She represents wisdom, knowledge, and understanding.”

“And to think,” said Imogen. “You would have kept me locked up and collared for the rest of my life.”

Shalarra gave herself a shake and continued, voice faltering. “She is the guardian of the unconscious, the lunar realm, and protects the secrets of the hidden world. Spiritual enlightenment and inner illumination… no. This cannot be.”

“Apparently it is,” I said, leaning forward. “Please. Continue.”

Shalarra’s face had become gaunt, her eyes haunted. “But… how? With what you have done? The evil you have courted…?”

“The High Priestess represents the link to dreams and intuition,” said Imogen, voice strong. “To a time of change in the realms of the unknown. Foresight, wisdom, and mystery. She is the mediator of the passage into the depths of reality, and the mistress of knowledge, both exoteric and esoteric. She is my symbol.” Imogen’s voice swelled with power. “And her appearance is my vindication.”

Shalarra shuddered and bowed her head. “So let it be. I… I confess that I do not understand. Any of this. But so let it be.”

“My turn,” said Brielle, voice sharp and commanding. “I refuse to wait any longer. Summon my symbols, my queen. I would know what Kether has to say about one through whose veins runs the blood of King Jaran of the Burning Throne.”

“Yes,” said Shalarra, gathering herself. “Yes. Let us… let us move on. Your first symbol. Your past and present.”

Once more the gold and light, the revolving shapes and the pulsing of raw power in the air. Brielle placed her hands on her hips and stared up eagerly, only to frown as an image manifested.

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

“What is this?” Brielle’s voice shook. “A mistake has been made.”

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

Brielle laughed, the sound high and mocking. “Enact the ritual again.”

“This symbol speaks to your sense of feeling trapped. Imprisoned by your own thoughts and perspectives. The woman appears hemmed in on all sides by the blades, but there is a gap between them through which she could pass - if she but removed her blindfold. This symbol indicates that your true potential is hindered by your thoughts and constrained by your self-imposed limitations. That you must release these bindings if you are to truly grow and move forward. You may feel powerless, but only because you have surrendered your power to another. You are become a victim and now await rescue, but at any moment you can open your eyes and rescue yourself.”

“Nonsense!” Brielle slapped the table loudly, bending over it, hunched over with aggression. “I am no victim! I am Princess Isladis!”

Shalarra pursed her lips and said nothing.

Brielle bristled then turned to stare at where her brother stood, silent all this time. Hawke met her gaze, his own inscrutable. 

“I’m not powerless! This is - this is idiocy! You did something wrong, Shalarra. I command you to cast the ritual again!”

“The next symbol represents your future,” said Shalarra, not raising her voice.

“Shalarra!” Brielle stabbed her finger at the queen. “You’re not listening to -”

“Brielle.” Hawke’s voice was as stern as it was forbidding, and Brielle’s mouth clamped shut. She hugged herself tightly, her whole body shivering in outrage, and after glaring at Hawke gave a savage shake of her head, as if in negation of the whole proceeding, and turned to glare at Shalarra.

Who once more invoked her magic, and a second symbol appeared above Brielle. A woman hung upside down from one ankle, her other leg crossed at the knee, hands bound behind her back, face impassive. Around her head burned a bright halo.

“The Hanged Woman,” said Shalarra. “The symbol of ultimate sacrifice.”

Brielle snorted in derision.

“Suspended from the living World Tree, which is rooted in the underworld and supports the heavens. A voluntary sacrifice, a moment of true selflessness that allows her to gain spiritual enlightenment. Ah, what a beautiful parallel to the Eight of Swords. Child, your moment shall come.”

Brielle shook her head and looked away.

“You shall need to look at yourself from a completely new perspective. You shall have to become more vulnerable, open to new experiences, to release your desire for control and struggle against that which oppresses you. Only then will those very concerns disappear, freeing you to enter a greater reality. You shall have to put your self-interests aside, give up your personal needs, and in doing so accomplish the greater good. Only through loss shall you attain.”

“Whatever,” said Brielle.

“Emma,” said Shalarra. “Are you ready?”

Emma had remained still throughout all this, and I’d almost forgotten she was there; but now I felt a rushing roar of concern and fear as I looked to where she stood, hands resting lightly on the table. 

“Yes,” was all Emma said.

Please don’t get something bad, I prayed. Please. Please don’t get screwed, please -

The first image appeared above Emma’s head, and she let out a shuddery gasp of relief that undercut her outward confidence. It was a man, a king no doubt, seated in a throne that was suspended over turbulent waters. He held a chalice in one hand, and gazed out at us in a calm, confident manner.

“Auspicious,” said Shalarra. “The King of Chalices. A worthy symbol. It speaks of emotional balance and control. Of generosity and wisdom.”

“Thank fucking Christ,” I said, drawing a stern glance from the queen.

“The king represents emotion, creativity, and the subconscious. He is restrained in his emotional state, a master of his own feelings, and in control of his emotions. The king represents balance, and is a master of compassion and kindness.”

“I’ll buy that for a dollar,” said Emma with a shaky laugh. “So far so good.”

“Now for the future,” said Shalarra. She invoked her spell, and I stared with the utmost intensity at the swirling image that appeared beside the king.

A tower, vast and brutal in construction, being smote by a ragged bolt of lightning. Flames burst from its windows as people leaped to their doom, plummeting to the jagged rocks below. 

“Wait,” I said. “No. That can’t be right.”

“The Tower,” said Shalarra in a hushed tone. “Disaster. Upheaval. Violent change. Revelation.”

“Oh god,” whispered Emma, sagging against the table, staring up in horrified fascination.

“A time of great turmoil and destruction lies before you,” said Shalarra. “Shocking truths will present themselves and challenge the very foundations upon which you have built your notion of self. Your strongest beliefs and convictions will be shattered. Two paths lead from the tower. One offers the chance for growth after the smoke has cleared. A chance to rebuild. An awakening, a release from bondage.”

“And the other?” I asked. “Where does the other path lead?”

“To Lilith,” said Shalarra, voice little more than a whisper. “The Lady of Pain.”

Emma covered her mouth with her hand, eyes going wide. 

“That’s not going to happen,” I said. “No way.”

Shalarra sank into her chair, face drawn from effort, looking drained and exhausted. “The symbols are drawn. They indicate your past and your future. Nothing however is carved in stone; each one of you yet retain your free will, and with that your ability to influence the outcome of your lives. Though the major arcana indicate the direction your life shall lead, you alone shall determine the final interpretations.”

I stared around the table. Brielle glared still with haughty disdain at Shalarra. Valeria, pale and wan, gazed out into the middle distance as if lost in her own memories. Imogen stood tall, shoulders pushed back, lips pursed. Neveah a slender shadow, mysterious, reserved. And Emma. Emma, gazed up at the fading tower, eyes wide with shock.

My companions. 

What fate awaited us? What horrors? Death, Lilith, shattered towers, hung women and the high priestess. Our future. And over it all my own symbol, that of the world, of victory and enlightenment. 

The same symbol each previous savior had manifested. 

A symbol whose very hopefulness mocked their failures.

I felt my knees go weak and managed to fall into a chair. I stared at the incised map upon the table. The many spheres across which we would have to travel. The universe across which Lilith’s influence had spread. An infinitude of horror and corruption. What lay ahead of us? What fate would befall us each in turn? Would we reach Lilith at all, have the chance to fight her, and if we did, in what condition would we be in?

Trembling, I clenched my hands together. This was a moment for leadership. When I should stand and say something stirring, gather my companions together, meld their purpose into one, lift us all from this doubt and despair.

But no words came. 

I didn’t feel equal to this task.

Valeria had ordered me to manifest that faith, but she now looked the most lost and wretched of us all. 

I ran a shaky hand through my hair, fighting for composure. Nothing was writ in stone. There was still the chance to change, to overcome, to win through.

No matter how slender.

“All right,” I managed at last. Everyone turned to gaze upon me. Expectant, waiting, judging. 

I had nothing to offer them. “So. What’s next?”

It was Hawke’s turn to step forward. “The situation below has grown critical. We’ve little time left. We’re going to have to try for a desperate gamble if we’re to have any hope of getting you into the fifth trial at all.”

 


Chapter 27

 


 

 

Hawke turned politely to Shalarra, who gestured, whispered words of power, and caused the hologram of the floor below us to appear.

It swarmed with red dots, like a plague run rampant. Of the blue there were few outposts to be seen.

Hawke leaped up onto the table, imitating Imogen, and stepped up to the hologram. “We’ve been driven away by sheer weight of numbers. The entrance the enemy has forged has only grown greater, and its location hardened by elite units. We tried three times to take the entrance, close it, and thus trap and exterminate those forces within the tower. Three times we failed.”

He reached out, touched the image’s edge, and then flicked it, causing the hologram to spin. “We were routed here, here, and here. This is no ordinary raid. Lilith is throwing everything she has into this attack.  Currently the fifth and sixth armies have been called up to assist, but Lilith has also launched multiple frontal assaults on the tower’s base, locking down our forces there. We’re stretched thin.”

I gazed at the swarming dots. There seemed to be thousands of them, moving through hallways, rooms, corridors, chambers - I could only imagine the madness engulfing the floor below.

“Now. We need to get you into the central council chamber here within the next two hours,” said Hawke, stabbing a finger at the room in question. “Or all is for naught. Toward that, we’re planning to launch attacks from this stairwell here, here, and here. We’ll also attempt to break through the blockages they’ve placed in the elevator shafts here, here, here, and here. All in all, we’ll attack with everything we have, including Aspirants and our best mages. However, you won’t be part of these attacks.”

“Too valuable?” I asked, trying to keep the bitterness from my voice. Well, bitterness and relief.

“No. These assaults will be distractions. You’ll be embedded in a small team of my best men from the second army. They will seek to sneak you through the enemy lines and into the council chamber while the enemy is distracted.”

I sat back, studying the map. “So a fake out.”

“Of sorts, yes. With enough action taking place on multiple fronts, the enemy will be unable to enact any proper kind of strategy and will be knocked back on their heels. Creating enough chaos for you to slip through.”

I looked over to Valeria, but she was staring mutely at the map, expression almost slack. Great. She was still feeling gutted over her revelation. Not that I blamed her, but I needed her now.

“Fine,” I said. “Where will we come from? What’s our projected route?”

“Here,” said Hawke. “You’ll descend these servant’s stairs on the far west side, and follow this servant’s corridor that parallels the third spoke hall. It should bring you to this junction, where you’ll have to cross through this large gallery to another servant’s corridor. It’ll be where you’re the most exposed. From here you’ll navigate these chambers to come out in this great hall, at whose end you’ll find the entrance to the council chamber.”

Neveah stepped close to the table at last. “How will we get through the defenses set up before the council door?”

“That’ll be tricky. I’m sending with you my best mage, Kirlindor. He specializes in geokinetics. In essence he’ll use the walls and floors against the enemy, crushing them and then opening a gap for you to pass through. He’ll seal the way behind you, trapping you in the council chamber.”

I rubbed the back of my head. “So let me get this straight. We’re going to run through this infested level with a handful of your best men, pray we avoid attention and that these servant corridors remain lightly occupied, cross an open gallery potentially in front of hundreds of enemies, fight our way to the council chamber, then smash whatever defenses they’ve erected and squeeze through?”

“Yes,” said Hawke.

I rose to my feet, seized by something I could only call agitation. “That seems crazy. I mean, think of the odds. And even if we get through all that, what condition will we be in for the trial itself? We’re healed when we leave the trial, not going in.”

Hawke grimaced in frustration. “It’s the best we’ve come up with.”

I paced back and forth, staring at the map. The red dots swirled hypnotically. The servant corridors had the fewest of them, perhaps because they were so narrow, which in turn meant only a small group could get through them with speed. But I knew this was a shit show waiting to happen. I could all too easily envision getting bogged down in a fighting retreat, surrounded by ever greater numbers of foes.

Imogen crossed her arms as she scrutinized the map. “What kind of defenses have they erected before the council chamber? Those red smears. What are they?”

“We don’t know for certain,” said Hawke reluctantly. “That entire area has been locked down with Hexen magic, preventing our astropaths from seeing what’s at play.”

“That’s encouraging,” said Imogen.

“Valeria?” I prompted.

She looked up, blinking, and then shook her head. “I’m sorry. Nothing’s coming to me.”

Damnit. She was in shock. Great.

I stopped and studied the map. I’d played D&D for years. Had come up with endless number of plans to assault enemy castles, dungeons, forts, and so forth. One thing I’d learned from all that theoretical war gaming was to always question your assumptions. That the best solutions sometimes were right before your eyes, but that your base assumptions might be hiding them.

“OK. Let’s back up a bit,” I said. “Our goal is to be inside the council room when the trial begins.”

Hawke nodded warily, as if dealing with someone who might be in the process of revealing themselves to be an idiot.

I continued. “The only way to get into the council chamber is through the main door.” I paused. “Is that true? Could we teleport in?”

“The Hexen magic is blocking all teleportation magic,” said Hawke. 

“Can we turn off the Hexen magic? Or dispel it, or whatever the term is?”

“Theoretically, yes,” said Hawke. “But my mages tell me there’s a Black Stone present. A miniature gate directly to Lilith’s realm, through which endless power flows. It would be like trying to stop a river with a shovel.”

“We have to be inside the chamber when the trial begins,” I repeated. “The only way in is through the front door.” I frowned. Something there. “Wait. Your mage, Kirlindor. You said he can move walls and the floor. Can he open a hole in the council chamber ceiling from above, allowing us to drop down into the room?”

Silence. Hawke opened his mouth, shut it, turned to consider the map as if it were betraying him, then turned back to me. “I… yes? I think so?”

I clenched my hand into a fist. “Then what’s to stop us from doing exactly that?”

Shalarra rose to her feet. “The chamber above the council room holds the heart of Kether.”

“The heart…?” I looked from her to Hawke. “I’m guessing that’s important?”

“A symbol, a manifestation of Kether’s divine energy. It is a thousand petaled lotus of pure light.” Shalarra’s voice was hushed with reverence. “Only the most spiritually advanced are allowed to enter its presence and there contemplate the divine.”

“I see,” I said. “Does that mean we can’t dig our way down to the council chamber from there?”

Imogen leaned forward. “The heart of Kether will cease to exist if Noah doesn’t enter the fifth trial.”

“I know that!” Shalarra glared at Imogen. “I know that. Noah’s plan makes sense. It’s elegant, simple, and sidesteps the greatest dangers. My sole fear is opening an avenue to the heart.”

“We would gather our greatest mages,” said Hawke. “Pull them from the other armies. Place them in the sacred chamber and have them defend the heart while Kirlindor repairs the damage he’s done.”

“Yes,” said Shalarra. “As Imogen said. Without this success, there is nothing to preserve. Very well.”

“Excellent,” I said. “If we time it right, we could drop into the council chamber just as the trial begins, stepping through before the enemy has time to react.”

“Fuck me,” said Hawke, hand on his head. “That’s… yeah. I mean, why not?”

I grinned. “You can change the focus of the other attacks as well. Throw everything at containing the breech instead of trying to fight a way toward the center.”

Brielle was scowling at me, I realized. I raised an eyebrow in confusion, but she merely shook her head and looked away. 

Imogen however leaned in and kissed my cheek. “Well done, savior.”

I blushed. “Thank Dungeons and Dragons.”

“Dungeons and dragons?” asked Hawke. “You’ve… adventured before?”

“Oh yes,” I said, enjoying his confusion. “Been doing it for years. If this plan works, how long do we have before we’re ready to drop?”

Shalarra bestirred herself. “There are two hours remaining before the next trial begins.”

“Then we have an hour and a half to prepare.” I looked to my companions. “And since we won’t get any time after the trial before beginning our quest, we should pack now, eat, rest up. Right?”

“Right,” said Imogen. Emma smiled nervously at me. Valeria was frowning at the table surface. Brielle studying me with a scowl. Neveah? Expressionless as always.

“Then let’s head back to our suite. Shalarra. I’m sure you’re familiar with what we’re going to need once we hit the road. Can you send anything and everything that might be of use to our chambers, along with travel backpacks and the like?”

“Assuredly, savior,” she said.

“Great.” I stepped back from the table. “Thank you.”

She stood ups straight. “You’re welcome. And - thank you.”

“Yeah,” I said. I didn’t have anything more to add. Sure she was helping now, but it felt like too little, too late. I turned away. “Let’s get going.”

 

* * *

 

The next hour or so was frenetic. A stream of advisors, soldiers, and servants came through our new quarters, carrying far too much equipment, food, camping gear and items of dubious utility for us to ever manage to carry. 

I kept looking to Valeria to assert herself, to help make the practical decisions, but she remained apart, her gaze hollow, allowing Imogen and Brielle to make most of the decisions.

Our leather packs were soon loaded. I’d enough camping experience to know what basics to bring, so bedrolls, blankets, cooking gear, plenty of provisions, water bottles, flint and steel, knives, rope, and more were quickly set aside as essential. My years playing Dungeons and Dragons led me to picking more esoteric items, such as small pouches of chalk dust, little mirrors, clay pots of oil and sticks of chalk. 

Imogen spent much of her time arguing with herself over which books to bring, while Brielle, after organizing her own pack, retreated to sulk in the bedroom. Emma excused herself early on, leaving me with Neveah who packed her own bag without comment.

Finally I turned to Valeria, who sat on the edge of a table, legs extended and ankles crossed, gazing moodily at nothing.

“Your opinion, Valeria.”

She looked up.

“Chain mail shirt? Or this lighter leather gear?”

Valeria blinked. “Let me see.”

I brought the chain shirt over to her, and she inspected the rings, hefted it, and then tossed it back to me. “Good investment. Go with that.”

“And a shield? Served me well that last time.”

“Yes, but not wood. That’ll fall apart after a fight or two. Try one of those lighter steel shields over there.”

The amount of weaponry and armor that had been carted in was almost ridiculous, but I was glad now to have the choices. I picked up a medium sized shield with a flat top and tapering point at the bottom, crafted from a thin sheet of steel. There were two straps on the inside, one for my forearm, one to grip, and I tried it on, hefting it and swinging it from side to side.

“Perfect,” I said. “Not too heavy at all.”

“You say that now,” said Valeria. “Let me know how it feels after five minutes of being battered at.”

“We’ll see.” I slung it over my shoulder. “What else?”

“Bludgeoning weapon,” she said, sounding distracted. “Not all our foes will be vulnerable to sharp edges or points.”

“Sure. Let’s see. How about this mace?” It was a slender wooden pole topped by a steel head the size of a tennis ball. Metal studs emerged from the top, and while light I bet it could shatter bones with a solid blow.

“Sure,” she said.

“OK, enough. Valeria, come with me.” I didn’t wait, but strode to the far side of the antechamber where I’d discovered that a recessed alcove actually led to a small meeting chamber. 

Valeria followed me in, lower jaw jutting out as if she was prepared to withstand a lecture. She didn’t meet my gaze.

“Come on,” I said. “Hey. I know that was bad news, but I still need you. We’re going into the fifth trial, for crying out loud, and you’re acting like we’ve already lost.”

“I…” she trailed off then shook her head. Tears filled her eyes but she made no move to wipe them away. “I… perhaps… perhaps I shouldn’t go with you.”

“What?” I felt helpless frustration and anger fill me. “Because of a damn symbol?”

“Not any symbol,” said Valeria. “Lilith. The sign of ultimate corruption and darkness. If - if that’s my future, then…” She trailed off.

“You heard what Shalarra said, right? Nothing’s written in stone? You can change your future. Perhaps even knowing that challenge is out there is enough to help avert it, you know?”

She glanced up at me, a flash of hope flaring in her eyes - and then shook her head. “No. I can’t avert it. I’ll be tested. That symbol means I’ll fail.”

“Like hell you will. You’re the toughest, most resilient, reliable person I’ve ever met, Valeria. No, listen to me! You’re a fucking inspiration. I need you. I depend on you. The others are awesome in their own way, but you’re like my fucking rock. I’ve already grown used to having you guarding my back, at my side, giving me solid advice, helping things move, being my - I don’t know - like my sergeant or wing man or something.”

She bit her lower lip and looked down and away. “You could find someone else.”

“With less than an hour till the fifth trial begins?” I gave a desperate laugh. “You’re kidding me, right? You’ve helped me pass four trials already. You’ve saved my life numerous times. We’ve already been through hell together, and each time you’ve pulled through. I don’t want anyone else, Valeria. I want you. We’ve already bonded. I like you - I mean, more than that, our bond - it’s - you know -”

I stopped, unsure what I was trying to say. Valeria glanced up, curious. Did I love her? No. Of course not. I barely knew her. But she’d saved my life. She’d risked hers for me. I trusted her. I depended on her. I needed her.

“Valeria,” I said. “You know how I’m making the call to bring Neveah along without, you know, sleeping with her? I’m taking that hit? Well, the same goes for you. I’m the savior. My call is final. I’m saying I want you on my team. Even if down the road you’ll be tested. I believe in you. When that test comes, I’ll be by your side, and we’ll work together to make sure you pass.”

She licked her lips in hesitation, went to speak, to protest, but I held up my hand. “No. Enough. I believe in you. You’re a crucial part of my team. I won’t have you backing out now. I mean, you were the one just lecturing me about having faith in my own abilities. So listen to your own advice. Have faith in yours. Trust yourself. Whatever comes out way, you’ll beat it.”

“You don’t know me,” she said. “You don’t know what happened to me. What I’ve done.”

“Yeah, true. I don’t know your past. But I’ve come to know you over the past few days, and if I were to judge you by your actions, I’d say you’re a hell of a lady and the best companion I could hope for. So come on. You going to stay with me, help me fight this thing, or are you going to abandon me at the last moment?”

“I…” She agonized, face crumpling up with doubt and pain, and then forced herself to stand straight, to regain her composure. “I’ll stand with you.”

“Yes.” I punched her shoulder, and it was like hitting a heavy punching bag. She barely budged. “Awesome. And that means I want all of you. Your full attention. This fifth trial is meant to be a bitch, right? So I need you focused and all over it. No more staring over the horizon and oblivious to what’s going on. I need you here, with me, now. Clear?”

She almost saluted. “Yes, Noah. You’re right. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t be sorry. You’ve got nothing to apologize for. Let’s just put the lie to that symbol and show the universe that you’re a bad ass motherfuckin’ soldier and nobody, not even Lilith, is going to get in your way.”

She cracked a broken smile. “Sure.”

“Then get out there and look over our gear. I’m sure I’ve forgotten something crucial.”

She nodded, hesitated, then stepped in close. I embraced her reflexively, and she held me tight, squeezing me so my ribs almost cracked. Her face buried in my shoulder, I felt her shudder and then let go. Her cheeks were wet, and this time she did wipe her tears away.

“Thank you, Noah. For believing in me.”

“C’mon. After what we’ve been through? It’s a gimme.”

She nodded. “It means… more than you could know. I won’t fail you. I won’t.”

“I know.” This time it was my turn to step forward and hug her, hug her tight, press my face into her golden hair and breathe in her fresh, clean scent. 

When I stepped back she gave me her first real smile. “All right, enough with all this sentimentality,” she said. “It’s time to get to work.”

We returned to the antechamber where all the gear was strewn around, and Valeria immediately began tackling the piles we’d set aside, tossing some things away and selecting replacements.

I could vaguely sense Emma in the farthest room of the suite. The bathroom. Brielle was alone in the bedroom, Imogen in the study. I rubbed at my temples. This whole companion thing was going to be really hard to juggle. 

Still, my priority was to talk to Emma. We’d not had a chance to talk since sleeping together. Was that even the right term? Lying actively on top of each other? Just saying ‘having sex’ felt too bald. ‘Fucking’ was too crude. I gave up on trying to find the right term, passed the study room where Imogen was staring angrily at two different tomes, and passed into the bedroom where Brielle was sitting with her blade across her knees, staring moodily down at its length.

She snapped her head up to glare at me, and I held up my hands as I kept walking, not wanting to get yelled at. 

Instead, I paused at the threshold to the bathroom and coughed. “Emma?”

“I’m decent,” she said. 

I entered, and found her sitting before a mirror, her long pale hair draped over one shoulder, a brush in her hand. The mirror was of hammered bronze or copper, its center polished to startling reflexivity, and Emma watched me through that reflection.

“Hey,” I said.

“Making the rounds?”

“What? Oh. Yeah. Valeria was in… well. Rough shape, you know?” I drifted closer and stopped a yard behind her. She didn’t turn to look at me directly. “With this fifth trial looming, I needed her to have it together. So. Glad to say she’s shaken it off.”

“You’re good at this,”  said Emma.

“At what? Handling women? Ha. No I’m not.”

“Yes you are. I mean, you’re pulling it off. Valeria’s firmly by your side. I’ve caught Imogen looking at you in a way that’s part curiosity, part… I don’t know. Like speculative appreciation or something.”

I crossed my arms. “Well, that’s all I’ve managed. Neveah will barely talk to me, and Brielle hates my guts.”

“I don’t hate your guts,” said Emma.

I suddenly felt like the ground beneath my feet had shifted. “Well, no. I never said you did. But… you don’t exactly… you know.”

Emma brushed her hair slowly, her expression becoming thoughtful. “I don’t know what I feel. When we… when that happened, before - it was…” She shook her head as if in puzzlement. “Confusing. Surreal.” Her brow lowered in concern as she caught my expression. “But it was good. Surprisingly good. It felt… I don’t know. Right? Like… an affirmation of something I didn’t know was even there.” She sighed. “I don’t know what I’m saying. I’m babbling. But after, immediately after, I thought of Michael, and I felt so guilty, I…”

“I know,” I said. “I could tell.” I didn’t know what I felt. Elated that she’d enjoyed the experience? Sad that Michael was still between us? “And it’s OK. Like you said. This is so much more than either of us.”

She set the brush down, turned around and took my hand. “Noah, I just want to tell you something. All this, all that’s happening, all that you’ve done. I’d never have thought you had it in you to pull this off. I - I don’t mean to sound insulting, but I always thought of you as my dork best friend, you know? But these past few days? Seeing you fight, seeing you stand up to people like Taniel and Shalarra, seeing you grow into this role of savior - I’m seeing you in a new light. I mean, it’s still you. It’s just a bigger, braver, more resourceful… more determined you.”

“I… thanks. Doesn’t feel like it, but I appreciate it.”

She was still holding my hand. Gazing up at me. “I’m just trying to say I’m amazed and my respect for you is growing by leaps and bounds. Like, you’re still my dorky best friend, but you’re also so much more, now. And - when we, you know - I felt that new side of you come through. And that kind of shook me up. Confused me.” She blushed and looked away. “Which is when I thought of Michael, and then everything went crazy in my head and I just had to get away.”

I didn’t know what to say. So I just stayed quiet. Which was also new. The old me would have rushed to say how much I understood, how it was OK, to try and show her how cool I was with whatever it was she was trying to express. 

Now? I just stood there, listening.

“So - yeah. I just wanted to tell you that. I don’t know where this is going. Between us, I mean. And I know I have to share you with four other women -”

“Three,” I said. “Neveah is barely willing to touch me with her sword. Two, actually. Brielle’s a -” I paused, checked with my internal radar to make sure Brielle was still seated in the bedroom and couldn’t hear us. “Brielle freaks me out. So.”

“Whatever,” said Emma. “My point is that I’m open to see where this goes. Where we go. It’s going to be complicated. And you’re going to have to have patience with me. But… yeah.” She gave me a nervous smile. 

And my heart fucking leaped and did a summersault. “Sure,” I said. “No pressure. We’ll just, well, try not to get our heads cut off or our souls corrupted or memories wiped and in the meantime see how things develop between us, yeah?”

Emma laughed. “Yeah. That sounds about right.”

“So you all good to go? Packed? Picked a weapon?”

“I was going to ask Valeria for help with that,” she said. “Maybe now’s the time.”

“Good idea. We’re going to have to head out soon.”

“OK.” Emma stood up, hesitated, then pecked me on the cheek and was gone, brushing past me to stride through the archway and leave me alone in the bathroom.

I sighed. Such bitter sweet torment. I thought of Michael. Roguish, tall, with a shock of perfectly mussed black hair and a wicked sense of humor. He’d been my best friend too, for years and years. I’d grown distant from him once he and Emma had hooked up, but he’d never done anything to push me away. I’d just had trouble handling how lucky he was.

It’d be fucking great to have him here with us now. Rounding out the triangle, even if it meant losing Emma to him all over again.

I felt that stab of pain, though it was greatly dulled now by the passage of six months. When he’d died I’d dedicated myself to helping Valeria get through her breakdown. Buried my own feelings. My own pain. And then kept them buried when I’d started to hope I could maybe earn Emma’s affections, coming to hate myself for my ulterior purposes but unable to resist. 

When had I actually grieved for my best friend? Actually sat down without any thought of Emma and just allowed myself to feel pain?

I sighed. It was too late now. I felt a stab or remorse and then gently, regretfully, pushed all thoughts of Michael aside. Another day, maybe. 

I walked back into the bedroom. Brielle glared at me anew. She was in the process of braiding her crimson hair into a tight circle around the crown of her head, giving her the aspect of a mediaeval warrior princess. 

“What?” she demanded. 

“Oh, nothing.”

“No smart comments to make about the symbols I was given?”

“Nope.”

“I hate this fucking team,” she said. “I hate you. I hate being forced to work with you. Your fucking face makes me sick.”

“I like the new hairdo. Looks cute.”

“Fuck you, Noah. I’m not going to sacrifice shit for you or the others.”

“Having your hair up will make it harder for anyone to grab it in a fight, right? Very smart.”

“Are you listening to me? You’re a pathetic man-child and if we win through this fifth trial it will be despite your inadequacies, not because of anything you bring to the fucking table.”

“You know, I didn’t expect princesses to swear quite this much.”

“That just shows how little you fucking know, you immature excuse for a -”

“Brielle.”

She stopped, breathing heavily. “What?”

“Are you hinting at something? Because I’m getting the sense you secretly like me and don’t want to admit -”

She gave out a scream of anger and hurled a pillow at me as hard as she could. I blocked it easily and backed away, hands raised in surrender. “Please. No more pillows. You’ll kill me.”

“You’re a loathsome piece of shit, Noah Kilmartin.” She stood, hands clenched into fists. “If I had something heavier to throw at you I’d - I’d -”

“Throw it at me?”

Her eyes widened in fury. “Fuck you!”

“Exit stage left,” I said, and ducked out of the bedroom.

Imogen was pulling the drawstring of her satchel tight, eyes wide behind her glasses. “What the hell was that?”

“Brielle’s idea of flirting, I think.” I gave her a nonchalant shrug. “She’s got a weird technique, but I like it.”

Imogen’s eyes widened a fraction more and then she placed her hand over her mouth and stifled a laugh. 

“Yeah. Emma already told me how suave I am. I can’t help myself.” I gave Imogen a two fingered salute, and walked into the antechamber, feeling like a glorious ass.

Hawke stood in the doorway, a dozen guards filling the hall beyond. “It’s time,” he said, voice bleak and hard. My moment of levity died. “Let’s go.”

 


Chapter 28

 


 

 

We marched through the complex, passing through one gloriously decorated room after another. It was like walking through the chambers of heaven; everywhere I looked I saw heart-wrenching artistry: murals, mosaics, statues, paintings, frescoes, objects of arts, fountains overflowing from carved basins - an endless array of beauty. The very air seemed to pulse with power, a pulsation that grew stronger as we drew closer to our goal.

Kirlindor awaited us with a cadre of mages outside the final set of golden gates. They were dangerous looking men and women, each distinct from the other in raiment, mien, and comportment, all of them exuding a sense of heavy menace and might. Hawke clapped Kirlindor on the shoulder when we reached them and effected introductions.

“An honor, savior,” said the geokineticist. He was a tall, round shouldered man with a balding head and kindly eyes, clad in orange robes with gold bands melded into the skin of his arms. “I shall do everything I can to ensure your success.”

“Thanks,” I said. My earlier assurance had disappeared; now, here, with these powerful mages and the golden doors of Kether gleaming before me, I found myself hesitant, wanting to call the whole thing off. “I appreciate it.”

Shalarra had accompanied us, escorted by a dozen Griffin Guards. “The time draws nigh. We must hurry.” 

Two servants in white and gold robes stood at the doors, massive scimitars at their hips, heads gleaming bald. At a nod from Shalarra they took the handles of the great doors and heaved them wide open, revealing a refulgent white light from within, such that I was forced to raise a hand to prevent myself from being blinded.

“Behold,” said Shalarra. “The thousand petaled lotus. The heart of Bastion, the manifestation of Kether, the origin of the universe.”

Heart in my throat I stepped forward. The chamber was large but barren; no artistry covered its walls, no patterns were ingrained in its white marble floor. There’d be no point, for my eye was drawn to the single object that floated atop a many tiered pedestal in the center of the room: a glowing orb of purest white light.

Squinting, hand still raised, I peered at the orb and slowly made out its actual shape, that of a flower, a spherical effusion of petals, its stem fading away into eternity below it. 

The air resonated as if the walls were a wineglass and some divine finger were tracing their circumference, making the very geometry of the room sing. I felt unworthy of entering this room, dirty and mean and low and ignoble, but I forced myself to step forward. 

This is awe, I told myself. What I’m feeling right now. This… this is reverence. 

And no matter how I tried to put it into words, I couldn’t capture the emotion, the experience of standing before that radiant flower. Mysteries seemed on the verge of revealing themselves to me. The very nature of the universe trembled, on the cusp of my mind, just outside my reach. This was what Einstein had to have felt when he first grasped the fundamental truths of relativity. What Tesla was struck by when he understood the principles of alternating current. What -

“We have to move,” said Shalarra, stepping past me and bowing low to the flower. That done, she turned and pointed to the left side of the chamber. “There. We have less than minutes to accomplish our goal. Kirlindor? Begin.”

The mages filed into the room behind my companions. I moved to stand beside Valeria and Emma. We were all geared for war. Valeria in her scale mail, a new ax over her shoulder, sword at her hip, crossbow on the other. She’d insisted we all don helms, and Emma, Brielle, Nevaeh and I were clad in shirts of black chainmail which reached down to our thighs. Imogen had refused, not even taking the helm, and Valeria hadn’t pressed.

I unslung my shield and slid my arm through its straps. Drew Shard. It glowed like an ember carved from the sun, reflecting the heart’s infinite light. 

Kirlindor stepped forth and raised his hands. He cried out a word of power and then drew his arms apart, straining as if fighting invisible bonds, and the floor shuddered, a crack appearing before him, six yards long and then separating with a puff of dust into a chasm a yard wide.

“Hurry!” Hawke’s bark had me moving forward before I knew it. Valeria ran to take the lead, but Neveah beat her to it; with a graceful leap she soared up, drawing her demon blade in a wicked sweep as she did so, and then plunged neatly into the chasm to fall into the room below.

Valeria went to follow but was thrown back by a shattering crash of power as green lightning burst up from below, playing over the edges of the crack like fingers seeking purchase.

“Then enemy!” roared one of the mages, stepping forth without flung arms. The others moved to flank him and as one they cried out a single syllable that caused the air in my lungs to shudder, and a net of blue fire fell upon the green lightning and thrust it back down.

Ax in hand Valeria leaped, and then I was at the edge of the crack, gazing a distance of ten yards to the council chamber below where all hell had broken loose.

I felt myself freeze. Valeria and Neveah were fighting atop the great table, whirling and spinning as a wave of monsters sought to tear them apart. I knew I had to jump.  I knew it. But some base survival instinct urged me to reconsider, to not do this mad thing, to not throw my life away. 

“Go!” someone bellowed, and with a scream of raw panic I leaped down, into a funnel of blue fire that protected me from the green lightning, and crashed onto the table. 

The fall should have broken my legs, but adrenaline or something had me rise up just in time to see a horde of wizened, zombie-like monsters scramble onto the table and surge toward me, their hands tipped with footlong claws, their mouths distending into impossibly wide screams of hunger and hate.

I roared in terror and swung Shard, unleashing an arc of golden light that cut through their ranks like a scythe through wheat, chopping them in half and flinging them back. Brielle landed beside me, and with a whoomph her blade exploded into crimson flame. 

The council chamber was packed with our foes. The table beneath our feet rocked and jumped as monsters sought to climb atop it or tear it apart. The trial door wasn’t glowing. Were we too late? Too early?

It was like trying to keep your feet in the center of a tornado. Magic was being flung all around me, shrieking clouds of black fire colliding with walls of burning white ice, spears of burning purple flying at us only to be caught and snapped by bolts of blue. 

A behemoth shouldered its way through the entranceway, bulldozing through the walls and lintel with a roar, bursting the walls as it sought to close with us. It looked like a naked mole rat melded with a bulldog, its arms mighty lobster claws, a mass of bubbles like frog spawn pouring from its clicking pincer mouth. 

It looked like hell on wheels, and with a cacophonous shriek it brought both pincer arms down upon where we stood.

I screamed and leaped, and the table exploded beneath me, snapping into fragments beneath the blow. I swung Shard with mad desperation as I fell into the surging crowd of monsters, only for their ranks to be wiped out by a bolt of lightning that snapped past me and danced across their number just before they could grab me.

Confusion, pain as I fell between them, crashing down to the ground. They danced and screamed as they were electrocuted, held up by the magic that fried their blood, and then they fell about me as I fought to gain my feet, reeking of burned hair and piss.

I staggered upright and swung Shard blindly, unleashing another arc of power that eviscerated those closest to me. Emma screamed, shoulders hunched as she scrambled over to me, her helm knocked askew. I stepped before her, Shard raised for the next onslaught, and saw something I could only call a lich enter the room, three yards tall and clad in funereal robes of purple and midnight blue, a crown of rusted blades about its brow, eyes burning with black fire, face gaunt and little more than a skull.

“Savior,” he whispered, and I heard him as if his ruined lips were pressed against my ear. “How I have longed for this moment.”

Valeria screamed as she swung her ax up to block a lobster claw, and I saw Neveah run up the behemoth’s arm, demon blade trailing behind her, only to leap at the last moment and behead the monstrosity and disappear behind it in a welter of gore.

“Don’t know you,” I said to the lich. “Get the fuck out of here!”

Not the best battlefield line, but I was feeling a little freaked out. It was the best I could manage.

Blue fire poured down from above, but a bubble of green smoke appeared around the lich, deflecting it. 

“What is that I smell?” It raised its desiccated face to look up into the crack. “Is that the stench of divinity?”

Oh shit. The thousand petaled lotus. I took a gliding step forward and swung Shard, unleashing a blast of golden flame. To my horror the arc of searing light spattered against the lich’s green bubble and failed to cut through.

“One day, perhaps, you might give me trouble,” whispered the lich in its awful, hoarse voice. “But this is not that day.” It extended a hand toward me and closed it into a fist; my shield crumpled as if it were tinfoil, and I screamed as I felt my forearm shatter within the metal ruin.

“Isladis!” screamed Brielle, charging the lich from its flank, but it swept its hand out and an invisible force lifted her off her feet, threw her back toward me. I managed to catch her in a bear hug before she smashed into the wall, sickening waves of pain flooding me from my mangled arm as we both fell to the ground.

“The door!” Was that Emma? “It’s glowing!”

“Too late,” whispered the lich. “You are mine.”

Someone grasped me under my arm and hauled me to my feet. Valeria, her helm gone, her mane of golden hair a riot down her back. “We have to go!” she screamed. “To the door!”

I turned my back to the lich and ran toward the glowing portal only to stagger to a halt as bars of green flame erupted from the ground to form a cage before the doorway. 

“Where are you going?” whispered the lich. “Not so fast.”

Then Neveah was there. She swung her blade at the bars, and they exploded in virulent beams of light, a concussive blast knocking her back, spinning her around and sending her rolling across the floor.

Valeria charged forth, scooped up Neveah and ran at the doorway. 

“No!” screamed the lich. 

I was right behind, trying not to puke from the pain, Brielle and Emma helping me run. The golden glow of the door filled my sight, and a series of artillery bursts went off behind us just before I collided with the portal and was sucked within.

There was a wrenching sense of dislocation and then I rolled out under the night sky onto a grassy hill, coming to a stop on my back with a scream as my arm wrenched beneath me. 

The others staggered as they caught their footing, and I could sense them all around me, forming a circle, my companions: Emma, Valeria, Neveah, Brielle, and Imogen. 

We’d done it. We’d fucking made it.

“Noah?” Valeria was by my side. “Shit. This looks bad.”

My arm was bent and ruptured within the crumpled ball of my shield. Blood was pouring forth from numerous gaps in the metal, but the pain was starting to feel distant. Everything was.

“Here,” said Neveah, stepping up. “Place his arm on the ground.”

“What are you going to do?” asked Valeria.

“Do as I say. Now.”

I lay my ruined arm on the grass. Neveah dug the point of her blade into the crumpled metal and then pushed. The blade cut through the shield, and a moment later the upper half was gone. 

“Hold still,” said Valeria, kneeling beside me. Emma held my other hand tight. Motes of light were dancing before my eye. 

Neveah slid the top of her sword into the mass of metal and executed a series of delicate cuts; when she stepped back the shield looked like a mangled walnut made of iron, and Valeria carefully pulled the chunks away, revealing the remnants of my arm.

Seeing it somehow made me feel worse; my gorge rose. I convulsed, tried to sit up, then blacked out. 

A moment later I came too. Valeria was splinting my arm and wrapping a bandage tightly around it to keep it in place. Blood was soaking through as quickly as she wound the cotton cloth. 

“We’re going to have to hurry,” said Imogen. “That wound will kill him.”

Valeria was cursing as she fought to bind my arm, but I could tell it was broken in at least four places, the whole mess of it loose and impossible to neatly restrain. Finally she bit off a length of the white bandage and turned it into a loop which she dropped over my head.

“Fuck,” she said. “Anyone else hurt?”

“Head’s ringing,” said Brielle.

“Couple of cuts,” said Imogen. “One in my thigh needs attention.”

“Sit,” said Valeria. 

“Noah?” Emma crouched beside me. “We’re going to get you out of here, OK? You’ll heal when we port out.”

I felt fevered and shaky, but the pain was mercifully a dull throb. Shock? God I loved being in shock. “Thanks,” I said. I tried for a smile. “It’s good. We’re - we’re going to be fine.”

“Over there,” said Neveah. “A war camp.”

“Help me up,” I said. 

“You need to stay still,” said Emma.

Brielle grabbed my uninjured arm and hauled me to my feet with a grunt. I cried out in pain. “What?” she said to Emma. “He said help him up.”

I wiped tears away and took in the trial. We were atop a lightly wooded hill. The sky was a tapestry of brilliant stars overhead, but without a moon, leaving the shallow valley before us plunged in darkness. In the distance I could make out the camp Neveah had spotted: a wooden palisade surrounded it, with the glow of campfires burning from within. Not too large. 

“Thoughts?” I asked.

“Hard to say,” said Neveah, voice quiet. “Odds are we have to conquer the fort to reach the portal. But this being the fifth trial it won’t be that simple.”

“That’s simple?” asked Emma, panic coloring the edges of her voice.

Brielle sheathed her blade and stepped up alongside Neveah. “That’s a distance of what, half a mile? Shallow slope down between those hills off to the left and right. Straight approach to the camp if we want it.”

“Which means we should avoid it,” said Neveah. “Traps will no doubt be waiting for us along the course of the valley.”

“So - avoid the direct approach,” I said. “Move through the hills?”

“I’ll scout,” said Neveah. “Find the best approach.”

“Good idea,” said Valeria, helping Imogen stand. “We need intelligence before moving out. This is the fifth trial. We can’t afford any mistakes. Imogen, how’s the leg?”

“Not good, but I can walk.” Imogen tested her weight on it and grimaced. “Running might be a challenge. Let me see what I can sense out there.”

It was hard to focus on their words. Hot stuff kept flooding up the back of my throat like heart burn, and each beat of my heart was accompanied by a wave of pain from my arm. 

I watched Imogen crouch and place her palm on the ground, and felt a faint pulse of power a moment later. 

“The hill’s clear,” she said. “There’s a group of beings on the slope of the next hill on the right - over there, see? And a large deadfall trap just beyond the base of our own hill along the path.”

“This is the plan,” I said. “Neveah, scout. In the meantime we move down the hill to that side so we’re not profiled against the sky. Now that we’re in, we don’t have to rush. Let’s take our time to pick the best approach. Understood?”

Neveah dropped her pack, sheathed her demon blade in its wickedly long scabbard and jogged away without another word, down the hill, into the darkness.

“Come on,” said Valeria, picking up Neveah’s pack. “Let’s find a hidden spot to wait.”

Emma helped me walk, guiding me after Valeria as we descended the hill a ways till we reached a rock defile into which we all crouched.

“Neveah’s amazing,” whispered Emma, sitting close by my side. “Did you see her kill that giant thing? Like out of a movie. How does she…?”

“Her blade gives her power,” said Imogen quietly, shifting her leg so that it stuck out straight before her. “I don’t understand the bond, but it’s not corrupting her. Not that I can tell.”

“You were more certain before,” said Valeria from where she crouched at the front, peering down the hill. 

“Nothing is certain,” said Imogen. “But I’d say Neveah’s earned her place on this team, wouldn’t you?”

Valeria grunted and turned back to keeping her vigil.

“What’s that?” asked Emma.

We all turned and looked. Dark stains were appearing in the air atop the hill where we had stood. Splotches of black as if oil were soaking the fabric of the very air.

Imogen rose painfully to her feet. “That’s not good.”

“What is it?” I clutched Emma’s arm so she could help me stand. “Imogen?”

The librarian muttered a spell and placed her hand flat on the ground. A pulse of power flooded out of her.

The stains widened, shimmered as if slick.

“We had better go,” said Imogen, her voice little more than a croak.

“What is it?” I asked as I climbed out of the defile. “An attack?”

“Yes,” said Imogen, hobbling after me. “From outside the trial. Somebody is forcing their way in.”

“That’s not possible,” snapped Brielle. “The trial is sacrosanct, protected by Kether itself.”

We hurried down the grassy slope, heading to the left so as to avoid the deadfall and the beings on the right hill. “Unless the lich got its hands on the lotus,” I said. 

“It couldn’t have,” said Valeria. “Impossible. Shalarra, the mages - they’d have stopped it -”

“Did you see how powerful it was?” I pressed my arm against my chest to keep it from bouncing. 

“Even so -” Valeria slowed down. “I’ll cover our retreat. Move faster! I see things coming through.”

“How will this affect the trial?” asked Emma. “Will it void our passing it?”

“This has never happened before,” said Imogen, limping by my side. “It’s unheard of. I can’t guess what the consequences will be.”

Brielle was jogging lightly just ahead, taking point. “I can’t believe it. You’re cursed, Noah. You know that?”

“Faster,” called Valeria in a low voice. “They’re closing.”

“Imogen,” I asked. Exertion and pain was making it hard to catch my breath. “Any chance - you can - use geomancy - to close the - entrances?”

“Theoretically? Yes.” Her voice was tight with strain. “But though I’m seventh circle, against a power like that lich, as you called it? I doubt it.”

The slope leveled out. A path wound its way through the thick grass off to our right toward the distant fort - passing over the deadfall as it did so.

“Up the next hill?” asked Brielle, half turning to me. 

“Around the base,” I said. “Save energy.”

“We could take the high ground,” said Valeria.

“Trap,” I panted. “We can’t kill everything that’s coming in. Must keep moving.”

We hurried on, the grass whispering across our thighs. My mind was racing. The fifth trial was meant to be the hardest. How were we supposed to complete it, wounded and harried by an external enemy? We’d already lost Neveah. I hoped to god she’d be able to track us.

“Time to stand,” said Valeria. “We’re about to be overrun. Turn! Stand your ground!”

We did as she ordered, Emma drawing a short blade and hefting her wooden shield, Shard bursting into light as I drew it, Brielle’s blade going whoomph once more as she covered its length in fire. 

Our attackers were pitch dark and large, as big as ponies, scuttling forward on a multitude of legs, clusters of eyes gleaming on their small heads above clicking pincers.

Fucking spiders, I realized. Giant black evil mutant spiders.

A hiss sounded and then a gobbet of white spludge slammed into Valeria’s ax, yanking it aside. Movement, and Brielle darted past me to lunge at a leaping spider, burying her burning blade with a revolting hiss into its underside as it crashed into her and Valeria, taking them both down.

A second hiss and I pushed Emma aside just as a strand of webbing shot past us. Gasping from the pain I prepared myself for the leap only for Imogen to cry out and catch the spider midair with a blast of levenbolt, shattering the darkness for a fraction of a second and covering everything in a white, blinding radiance. 

And in that light I saw a dozen more of the giant spiders scuttling in behind the first two.

Several hisses sounded all at once and I swiped Shard through the air, sending an arc of white fire flashing forward to incinerate the webbing and catch the lead two spiders, splitting them in half.

Then they were upon us. I heard Valeria and Brielle cursing as they struggled free of the spider corpse that had fallen on them, saw three more moving in to close with them. “Hey!” I ran forward, waving Shard, only to hear a hiss too late as a mass of webbing impacted my blade. It failed to lock on, however, immediately crisping up and falling away, and then I swung my sword and cast forth another arc of white light, causing the three spiders to rear back.

Shit. My blasts were growing weaker. Was there a limit on how many I could send forth?

Valeria bounded to her feet, Brielle joining her a moment later, just as two more spiders landed on either side of them. Imogen threw more lightning then screamed in pain. 

Everywhere were massive bristly limbs, satiny thoraxes and abdomens, the gleam of crimson eyes and the click of ichor-dripping fangs.

I swung Shard in panic, lashing out with miniature blasts of white fire, severing a leg here, throwing myself aside to avoid a rush there. Valeria bellowed and I saw her ax flash, rising high then falling in a vicious chop. Brielle’s flaming blade left smears of crimson light behind it as she danced, her footwork brilliant, spinning and slicing through everything that came her way.

“Emma!” Where was she? There! “Emma, no!”

Two spiders were upon her, binding her in silk, spinning her around and around between them with rapid flexions of their legs. I roared and charged right at them, only to have my feet snatched out from under me as webbing latched onto my ankle and yanked my foot out.

I crashed to the ground and the pain from my arm made everything go away. Sound, sight, feeling, everything faded like a receding tide, then came rushing back in with a roar of pain. 

I rolled onto my back as I was pulled across the grass and swiped with Shard, cutting the webbing and skidding to a halt. A grunt and I was up on my feet, racing back toward Emma. The sight of her pale hair enmeshed in the cocoon was too much - I screamed and flung out my hand, summoning that alien magic from deep within me. 

Power roared down the length of my arm and flooded out my fingers, leaping in a bolt of wild lightning to play over the two spiders. They burst and fell apart, dropping Emma to the grass between them.

I was at her side a moment later. I cut through the silk with Shard, but even when I pulled the webbing apart Emma didn’t respond. Was she dead? She couldn’t be dead. Oh god, no, please -

I pressed my fingers to her neck and found nothing. No pulse. Moved my fingers, up under her jaw, and there - an erratic pulse. I cut the rest of the webbing away, casting wild glances around to make sure nothing was about to leap on me, only to feel a wet impact hit me right between the shoulder blades and then I was yanked off my feet to crash onto my ass and be dragged across the grass.

I yelled in fury, Emma disappearing into the gloom, and turned, trying to bring Shard to bare, but I hit the ground again with my broken arm and everything lit up with silver fireworks of pain. 

I rolled, bounced over hummocks, and then the spider was above me, rearing up on its back four legs, huge and evil and fucking terrifying.

Before I could bring Shard up it grasped me with its legs and spun me around, strands of silk ratcheting around my arms and squeezing them tight against my torso. 

The world blurred as I went round and round, then I felt wicked pain as two hot knives were plunged into my thigh. Hot liquid was injected into me, and immediately my leg went numb.

A flash of fire and Brielle was there, sword slashing past me to take the spider full in the head. It shrieked, pulled away, then fell onto its side where it lay convulsing, legs kicking and clawing at the grass.

Gasping, sweat running into my eyes, I slapped at my torso with Shard, only my wrist having any mobility, and the white radiance caused the webbing to peel off me as if turned to smoke wherever my blade touched it.

“Thank -” I began, but Brielle was gone, falling back, blade raised, fire shooting up its length and then she extended her palm and screamed out a word and all hell poured out of her hand like a flamethrower to engulf two spiders that were falling upon her as if dropped from the heavens.

They were immediately immolated, their screeches piercing as they crashed to the ground before her, where they rolled and thrashed and suddenly went still, the flames clinging to them with unnatural persistence, shriveling them up where they lay.

“Holy shit,” I said, then busied myself cutting the rest of the webbing away. Freed, I tried to stand, but my left leg refused to obey me. Two deep holes were oozing blood just below my chain shirt. 

Spider venom.

Gritting my teeth I struggled up onto my right foot and looked around. The spiders were all dead, forming smoking and or smashed mounds around us.

“Valeria? Imogen?” I hopped forward and nearly fell.

“Here,” said Valeria, emerging from the darkness, tearing webbing from her arm. “Noah. Your leg!”

“I’m fine. Emma - she’s over there somewhere, they got her bad -”

Valeria ducked her head under my arm and together we hurried to where Imogen was crouched by Emma. She looked up at us as we drew close, glasses catching the starlight. “Not good. Multiple bites. She’s running a bad fever.”

Brielle joined our group. “I can see movement at the top of our hill. More things are coming through.”

Emma was down. We’d lost Neveah. I was in bad shape. Imogen was cradling her arm to her chest, and I could see the gleam of blood down its length. Only Valeria and Brielle were still capable of fighting.

I bit back a curse. 

We hadn’t even engaged with the trial properly yet, and already we were almost finished. 

“Let’s go,” I said. “Head to the fort. It’s our only chance.”

 


Chapter 29

 


 

We rushed through the darkness, Imogen pausing every thirty seconds or so to press her palm to the ground and scout the area ahead. Using that method we avoided three more lethal traps, though at the last we were forced to detour up the steep slope of a wooded hill some four or five hundred yards short of the fort.

We were all gasping for breath. Valeria had Emma slung over her shoulder in a fireman carry, while Brielle had reluctantly agreed to help me, my arm around her slender shoulders, hopping forward as best I could as my numb leg dragged behind me.

It was hell. Not only did my arm continue to radiate pain, but my back was pulled and my breath burned in my throat. I felt like puking, and that’s not taking into account the tension and fear. Never had I missed the moon and its illuminating radiance so much. We plunged up the hill as best we could, crashing through the underbrush and narrowly avoiding tree trunks that seemed to suddenly manifest right before us. 

Imogen signaled we should stop and then pressed her palm to the ground. I could tell the constant use of magic was starting to take a toll on her; she’d been limping with her head hung low, sweat beading her pale features, and when she crouched she nearly fell over.

“Behind us,” she said, turning to stare down the slope. “Dozen men-shaped things. Moving in a tight group, closing.”

“Shit,” said Valeria, easing Emma down against a tree. “We can’t outrun them. Have to find a defensible spot.”

“There’s an outcrop of rock just ahead to the left,” said Imogen, pointing with her gloved hand. “Should serve.”

“Lead the way,” said Valeria. She placed her hands on her hips, leaned back as she stretched, and then hefted Emma once more with a grunt.

Brielle grimaced as we resumed our forced march. I’d no quips and she was fresh out of insults, so we just soldiered on in silence, both of us breathing with sharp, short gasps. The trees parted and I saw a stone plinth emerging from the hill at a forty-five degree angle, so that its tip was above us, nearly three yards above the ground. Like a diving board, its base a cluster of broken rocks.

“Perfect,” said Valeria. “Hurry!”

We struggled up to its base then inserted ourselves through the broken rocks to finally crawl out onto its broad, flat tongue. From here I could look out over the forest that covered the base of the hill, to the shallow valley beyond, and the fortress, now so close I felt I could have hurled a rock and hit its wooden walls. 

I stood swaying, using Shard as a walking stick, and tried to get a sense of our target. The wooden walls were too high to scale, their tops consisting of sharpened spikes. Torches burned along the top in metal baskets, banishing all darkness, while the gate was broad enough for two horses to ride through - if they’d been open.

Within was a rough tangle of tents, pitched without much order, and a half dozen campfires around which shadowy shapes moved. One tent was larger than the others, and in the flickering firelight it gleamed with an almost metallic red hue, like the shimmering robe of a magician.

How the hell were we supposed to storm that? 

“Here they come,” said Imogen, hand pressed to the rock. “No, they’ve stopped. They’re down there, in the undergrowth to the left of that oak. Wait. Two of them are breaking away, moving to the left. Two more moving in the opposite direction.”

“I’ll bet they’re going to climb the hill from the far side,” said Valeria. “If they’ve bows, they’ll be able to pick us off without any difficulty from the high ground.”

“What should we do?” I asked. 

Valeria bit her thumbnail as she scowled. She considered Emma, glanced at my leg, then turned to examine the hilltop. 

“I know.” And suddenly I did. The idea just came to me. “Valeria, you and Brielle will go intercept those four and take them out. Imogen and I will stay here and protect Emma. We’ll levenbolt the shit out of anybody that comes close.”

“All right,” said Valeria. “Imogen? Can you get a sense of where those four are going?”

“They’re working their way around the far side of the hill like you said. Wait. Two of them are moving toward some kind of trap made of spiked logs and ropes.” She stared sightlessly into the middle distance, waiting, then hissed with pleasure. “Got them! The bastards. That leaves two moving there, coming up toward the peak.”

“Ready Brielle?”

The princess nodded, expression grim.

“We’ll be back soon,” said Valeria, then she jogged down off the plinth, between the shadowed stones, and was gone, Brielle right behind her.

“This is fucked,” I said, painfully lowering myself to sit on the pitted rock surface. 

“Agreed,” said Imogen, limping to the rock’s edge and peering down at the underbrush below. “I’m growing weak. Constantly working geomancy is sapping my reserves.”

I edged over to where Emma lay. Her face was pale, almost like marble in the faint light of the stars. I brushed her hair from her brow. You can’t die, I thought at her. You won’t die. I won’t let you. 

“What does it mean if that lich monster got hold of the lotus?” I asked.

“Bastion falls,” said Imogen. “Kether falls. The lotus is the entry point for all of Kether’s divine energy. If the lich takes control of it, not only can it block Kether, but it can command Bastion. Lower defenses, shatter walls, topple the entire tower if it so desires.”

“Fuck,” I said, grinding the base of my palm against my brow. “And it was my brilliant idea to open a passage from the lotus to the council room.”

Imogen shifted over to me and took my hand in her gloved one. “It was a good idea. Given the resistance we met in the council chamber, we’d never have succeed following Hawke’s plan. We’d be dead and all of Kether lost. We’re still here though. We still have a chance.”

A scream burst out from the top of the night only to be brutally cut off. Imogen planted her palm on the rock. 

“The enemy’s dead,” she said. “But the main group below is moving. Get ready!”

I executed a painful sideways army crawl to the edge of the plinth and gazed down upon the shadowed slope. A half dozen or more shapes were running up toward us, blades catching the cold light of the stars in flickers and flashes. Men? I couldn’t tell, but they were coming damn fast.

“Wait till they’re in range,” whispered Imogen, lying down next to me, shoulder and hip pressed against mine. “Don’t waste your magic.”

They were almost upon us. I raised my hand, digging deep, desperately fumbling around within the recesses of my soul for those live wires, that coiled, impossible energy that I’d wielded before. It felt like blindly digging around the bottom of a camping backpack for a lost bottle opener. 

“Now!” shouted Imogen, and the figures at the front of the group let out bleats of rage as they sprang up like fleas into the night air. Lighting burst from Imogen’s hand, a crackling storm of rays that passed under them to engulf the second rank, and with a scream I rolled onto my back and thrust my hand up at the falling figures.

There. Rage and terror gave me strength, and a bolt of blinding white light flew from my hand with a crash to wrap around one of the goatmen just before he fell down upon Imogen, bearing him back up into the sky, the lightning coiling around him and causing him to dance and twitch.

But three others slipped past my blast to land with clipped crunches as their hooves impacted the rock. 

Fucking goatmen. They wore some kind of black armor over their torsos, their goat limbs hirsute and uncovered, and each of them clasped a massive executioner’s ax which they swung at me and Imogen without hesitation. 

I screamed and rolled aside, the ax bouncing off where I’d lain in a shower of sparks, but in so doing I lost my grip of Shard. I tried for another lightning bolt but nothing came. 

The goatman bleated in rage, raised his ax and brought it screaming down upon me. Again I rolled, and this time I lashed out with my good leg, trying to kick the goatman’s feet out from under it. I sank the toe of my boot into its calf but to no effect - it was like kicking a bedpost.

It bleated once more, but this time swung the ax back past its hip. It was going to swipe the blade along the rock, aiming to shear me in the ribs or knock me tumbling to the grass below.

I tried to yank my dagger free but it was on the wrong side of my belt, and it got tangled in its traces.

The goatman let out a cry of pain and arched its back, then turned to where Emma had propped herself up, short sword outstretched in her hand, her face pale, eyes wide with terror.

“Emma, no!” 

The goatman swung its ax down and the blade crunched into Emma’s back.

I screamed in horror and lighting poured out of my hand, lifting the goatman off his hooves and flinging him like a ragdoll into the trees beyond the rocks. Ancillary streams caught the second goatman who was stepping over its dead brother to attack Imogen, flinging it away as well, and then the lighting disappeared and the darkness rushed back in.

“Emma,” I sobbed, hauling myself over to her. She didn’t move. The ax blade was buried in her back, having missed the spine by several inches but cut through her ribs. Blood was seeping out through her clothing rapidly.

“Oh no,” said Imogen, falling to her knees beside me. “Oh no, no no no.”

And I sensed her. Sensed Emma lying before me on the rock, a pale blue flame, rich as a robin’s egg and rapidly growing faint.

“What do we do?” I asked, wanting to scream to rant, to rave. “What do we do?”

“I don’t know,” said Imogen helplessly. “If we pull the blade out she’ll bleed all the quicker.”

Valeria staggered into view at the base of the plinth. “Are - what - Emma? No!”

“Help me,” I said, voice raw with grief. “We’ve got to get her to the portal. Now.”

Brielle was a shadow behind Valeria, her blade held down by her leg. “The portal’s in the fort.”

“I don’t care!” I forced myself to stand. “We need to go - now!”

“Noah.” Valeria approached slowly, hands raised as if I were a wild beast. “We can’t sacrifice our chances of success, not even for Emma. We have to do this right.”

“Damn doing this right,” I said. Tears of frustration were running down my cheeks. “Pick her the hell up! I order you!”

Valeria grimaced then knelt by Emma’s side. She swayed from side to side as if seeking a way to lift her then dropped her hands to her lap. “She’s dying, Noah. I’m sorry.”

“No,” I said. “Take the ax out. Shove something against the wound. Then fucking follow me, all right?”

“I - all right.” Valeria turned to Brielle. “Come here.”

For once Brielle simply did what she was told.

“When I pull the ax out, I want you to lay your sword against the wound,” said Valeria. “Hold it there for three seconds, then pull it free. Understood?”

Brielle gave a jerky nodded, raised her blade, and flame ran up its length, illuminating us all with its hellish glow.

Valeria turned to Imogen. “Grab a shirt from one of the packs. The wound’s too deep to cauterize properly. She’ll bleed. Place the shirt against the wound.”

Imogen nodded rapidly, dropped to her knees and dug through her pack, quickly pulling out a white wad of cloth.

“Here we go,” said Valeria, flexing her fingers then grasping the ax handle. “On the count of three.” She placed her boot on Emma’s shoulder. “One. Two. Three.”

I expected her to yank the blade out, but instead she sort of rocked it free, firmly and slowly, then stepped back as Brielle moved in and pressed the length of her burning blade to Emma’s back.

Again I felt a visceral surprise: I expected Emma to cry out, to writhe, to react to the fire, but she didn’t even twitch. The smell of burning flesh filled the air, and then Brielle pulled her blade free and Imogen was there, shirt against her back.

Valeria had been busy. She pulled Emma up to sitting and wrapped a bolt of cotton bandaged around and around her, hauling to make it tight, then tore it off with her teeth and tucked the end under the rest to hold it in place.

“Brielle, with Noah,” she said. “Imogen, you’ve got the lead. Your leg?”

“Fine,” said Imogen, fighting to stand. I knew she was lying. “Let’s go.”

Brielle was by my side once more, my arm over her shoulders. I bent to grasp Shard, then hopped as best I could down the length of the plinth. Some sensation was starting to come back to my leg, a faint feeling of pins and needles. 

Valeria came last, Emma held against her chest. 

We made it through the rocks and Imogen looked back at me. “Straight at the fort?”

“Yes,” I whispered, horror and shock roiling my innards, making me want to puke and sob. Was Emma already dead? I hadn’t checked her pulse. “Straight at it.”

We descended the hill as quickly as we could, and to my horror I saw new stains appearing in the air all around us. As if the very air was rotting. I gritted my teeth and pushed myself to go faster, till we hit the valley floor and the fort rose up before us.

“Wait,” gasped a voice, and Neveah came running out of the darkness, blade propped on her shoulder.

“Where have you -” I began angrily, then trailed off at the sight of her. Half of Neveah’s face was burned raw, her eye gone, bone showing through where her eyebrow had been. She clasped her left arm to her side, and her lower jaw was black with blood, as if she’d been coughing it up.

“Came back to hill,” she whispered hoarsely. “You were gone. Monsters coming through. I stayed. Stopped them.”

“What?” Valeria’s voice shook. “Alone? You stopped them?”

Neveah nodded. “But more entrances appearing. Everywhere. No sense in staying. Came. Fast as I could.” Her gaze flicked down. “Emma. Dead?”

“No,” I said, a savage grimness rising within me. “She’s not dying. None of us are. With me.”

Brielle helped me limp forward, but now my leg was on fire, the pins and needles digging deep into my muscles, making them cramp in pain. Sweat was coursing down my back, soaking my hair, but ironically my mouth was parched. 

“What’s the plan?” whispered Brielle as we closed in on the fort. 

I didn’t have one. The gates were closed and rose some twelve feet high. There was no moat, no exterior torches, just a dark and forbidding barrier that defied all attempts at entry.

“Noah,” said Valeria, voice pitched to carry. “Stop. They’ll massacre us.”

I ignored her. Something would come to me. I had but moments left before we reached the gate. What could I do? Knock? Tell those within that true evil had invaded the trial, that we should band together against them? No. Our enemies within the trial cared only for testing and defeating me. Set the palisade on fire? Not enough time.

Something flickered out of the corner of my eye. I looked aside, and saw more stains appearing, new ones manifesting as I went, as if I were dragging the corruption with me. 

“Behind us,” said Neveah. “Go on. I’ll hold them off.”

“No,” I said, not looking back at her. “We need you. We can’t get through without you.”

“You’ll not reach the portal if I don’t,” said Neveah. “Good luck, Noah. Thank you. For giving me this chance.”

“Neveah!” I wrenched around, only to see her striding toward where darkness was boiling on the path behind us, shapes and figures emerging, her blade trailing behind her as always. “Neveah! Get back here!”

“Quiet, you idiot!” hissed Brielle, but I ignored her. Watched in helpless fury as Neveah strode back to face the oncoming horde by herself.

“Move,” said Valeria. “Don’t make her sacrifice for nothing.”

Brielle swung me around and I hobbled on, putting more and more weight on my leg as it slowly began to obey me once more. 

“They’re coming through,” said Valeria. 

I glanced back. The stains had outpaced Neveah, left her behind, portals widening to reveal dark hearts that churned and spewed and from whose center legs and arms and claws and weapons emerged, like strange, monstrous fetuses carving their way out of oil-slicked embryo-sacks.

“Time’s up,” breathed Brielle. “We’re here.”

The gate rose up before me, each constituent tree trunk as thick as my waist. The damn thing could have stopped a speeding car. 

I raised my hand. Whether to knock, to press, to plead, I had no idea.

“Noah.” 

The faintest of whispers. 

I froze. Turned. Emma lay in Valeria’s arms, her eyes barely open, a faint glimmer of recognition in their depths. Blood had soaked Valeria’s front. Not her own blood, of course. 

“Emma?”

She smiled. A broken, half smile. “I… I love…” 

Her eyes closed, she shivered, and went still.

I felt a crack shiver right through my core. Pain so transcendent it made my physical wounds seem inconsequential. I stared at her pallid face, willing her to open her eyes, to look at me once more.

To finish her sentence.

Out of that crack in my soul came a howling, raging despair. A curdled scream of primeval denial that burst forth from my throat in a spray of blood and spittle. I turned, hand still raised, and channeled everything I had, every ounce of strength and resolve and love and hope into a single, world ending blast of lightning that came roaring up from my core like a banshee wind from the depths of the arctic. 

The world incandesced. Magic poured through me, rushed through me, shaking me as a wolf might a rabbit, and smashed into the gate, blasting the logs apart. 

Wood splintered, entire chunks were blasted in, and the two huge doors were battered open, revealing the camp and the shocked guards who stared at me as if I had come to drag them down personally into hell.

“The portal,” I croaked in the ensuing silence. “Where is it?”

The metallic crimson tent in the fort’s center glowed suddenly with light, and the tent flaps flew open as a bald man with a bristling beard floated forth, eyes lit as if two glowing coals had been thumbed into their depths. Flickers of lightning and flame played about him, and I tasted something metallic in the air, like the wind before a storm. 

The guards fell back, there had to easily be forty of them, blades and pikes in hand, making way for the man who flew slowly to face us, his who body radiating power, his clothing rippling and snapping as if caught in hurricane force winds.

“Who dares disturb my study?” he asked, and his voice was like a gong being rung in the depths of a mountain.

“The portal,” I rasped. “Please. We must go through it.”

“The portal?” He raised an eyebrow. “You know of it?”

“Yes,” I said. I didn’t dare turn around. To see what was happening behind us. “Please. There’s no time -”

“Fool.” His word was nothing if pure withering scorn. “To disturb me and then make demands. I’ll make of you and your friends an example to ward off all future idiots. Prepare to return to the Source.”

“Wait,” I said, staggering forward, unwrapping my arm from around Brielle. “Please. Just - just let us through -”

The mage raised both hands. “A long, slow, painful death,” he hissed. “First, I’ll fuse your mouth shut to cease your prattling.”

“Hold,” whispered a voice, a voice I recognized immediately and which turned my blood to ice. “The boy is mine. I claim the savior. Give him to me.”

Painfully, slowly, I turned. Neveah was stumbling back toward us, blade dragging along the path, snapped in half and reduced to little more than a short sword, and above her, levitating up into the night and surrounded by a corona of swirling purple energy, floated the lich.

“You are a being of power,” mused the fortress mage. “I respect your aegis. But this is my domain. He stands within my territory. He is mine to dispense with as I see fit.”

“I care not for your rationale,” whispered the lich. “I come in the name of Lilith, the Lady of Pain, and I tell you that the boy is mine. Give him to me, or be irrevocably destroyed.”

“A challenge,” said the mage, grinning toothily and rising up into the air in a vortex of red and green light. “I’ve not tested my mettle against a worthy foe in three decades. Excellent. I am Adriatos, known as the Bereaver. Come, undead wight. Let me show you the glory of true power.”

“Fool,” hissed the lich. “I shall bring you before my mistress and cast you at her feet, and only then will you know the depth of your mistake.”

“Then bring it, you unsightly ass!” Adriatos spread wide his arms. “Innixios, I summon thee!” And he clapped his hands together. 

Thunder boomed across the fortress, flattening tents and sending guards sprawling. I fell to one knee, but Brielle caught me by the arm, steadying me.

In the sky above a dozen white figures appeared, massively muscular and bare chested, with angel wings extending from their shoulders and curved blades in each fist. They screamed, a chorus of angels, and crossed their blades, from whose center flew a stream of white fire to smash upon the lich’s protective green sphere.

The sheer amount of power being thrown around bruised the air, and I vomited, feeling as if my stomach were being inverted within me. Retching, bent over, I saw Neveah cross the gate’s threshold and turn, swaying, to consider the path behind her. A swarm of monsters and demons were surging toward us, a mixture of mutated hounds, spiders, goatmen, striding giants and worse. 

“Run!” screamed Valeria. “Neveah! Run!” Then she broke into a lumbering sprint, Emma still in her arms, coming right at me.

The guards within the camp roared and charged toward the gate. We were going to be caught between the two. I drew Shard, my arm shaking. I was all done. Nothing left to give. 

But still Shard lit up. I broke into a staggering jog, running right at the guards, when a concussive wave of purple fire flared out from around the lich to slice through the dozen white figures, eviscerating them and causing them to disappear in fading flickers. 

I was lifted off my feet by the shockwave and thrown to the ground. Rolled and lay there dry heaving, unable to make sense of the world, trying to come back to myself after that insane blast of magic. 

“Do you already regret your temerity?” I heard the lich hiss. 

“I am but begun!” bellowed Adriatos. 

“Fuck,” I groaned. I rolled onto my stomach, nearly blanked out from pain again as I jostled my broken arm, then clawed my way to my feet. Valeria had gone down to one knee but still held Emma tight. Neveah had somehow not fallen at all, and even as I watched took the first of the goatmen as they leaped at her, swaying almost nonchalantly aside and brushing it with her broken blade. The cut, gentle as it looked, unseamed the goatman so that he fell apart in a spray of blood.

I couldn’t stand. Everything hurt too much. My mind was spinning, my stomach filled with acid, my leg on fire, my arm an anchor around my neck seeking to drag me down. 

I gritted my teeth and pushed. Fought. Wrestled with everything that sought to keep me down, and then with a scream I rose.

The guards, having regained their feet, smashed into us, only for a wave of lightning to flare out from Imogen to play over them, knocking them down to the ground where they lay twitching.

Imogen vomited and fell over, blood seeping from her eyes. 

Cursing, I hobbled over to her. My one arm was broken. The other held Shard. For a moment I simply swayed, unsure what to do, then I let Shard fall from my numb fingers and reached down to thrust my hand under Imogen’s arm and haul her, inch by agonizing inch, to her feet.

“No more,” she said thickly, glasses gone, eyes rolling. “Nothing left.”

“C’mon,” I rasped, and slung her arm over my shoulder.

Valeria was staggering forward, Emma in her arms, and I heard screams and the clash of weapons behind us as I fought to catch up with her. 

Two guards came racing toward us, blades held overhead for downward swings, only for thick gobbets of webbing to slam into their faces and send them toppling backwards off their feet. 

Howls. Screeches. Above us, the lich and the mage dueled, hurling tremendous magics back and forth, so that my shadow danced and leaped from one angle to another, lit by at times lavender then rose then deep yellow then virulent green light. 

I didn’t bother looking up. If either of them decided to throw a spell my way, I was done for.

Instead, I focused on Valeria’s broad back and struggled after, Imogen stumbling and sagging as she fought to stay conscious.

The mage’s tent was in the center of the camp, and a cordon of soldiers stood before it, pikes set so that they bristled in a tight phalanx. Valeria reached them, then dropped to one knee, set Emma down, and rose, drawing her battle-ax.

“One chance to step aside, fuckers,” I heard her say, and pride blossomed in my heart at her steadfast bravery.

The guards yelled and burst forward, and Valeria swept her ax down and to the side, chopping the heads off three pikes, then turned sideways so that their shafts slid past her. 

For a second I thought she was going to pull it off, but then a pike swung over and its hook caught her in the shoulder, nearly jerking her off her feet. The first three soldiers dropped their ruined weapons and pulled blades. 

“Valeria!” I croaked, trying to hurry, to reach her, to help, but I was too far, too weak, too late.

I saw her tear free of the hook, sidestep a thrust and bury her ax in the face of the closest guard. A second sword slash bounced off her scale mail, and then she parried a downward swooping pike only to take  stab in the thigh. 

She grunted and dropped to one knee, pulling the man in and slamming her brow into his nose. He reeled back and she cut his leg out from under him, only to take a cut to her temple and go down.

“Valeria!” I screamed, and then a blade flew past my shoulder, livid crimson and aflame, to slice into the knot of men, cutting through flesh and armor with equal ease. 

Brielle burst passed me in a sprint, and with a scream hurled a ball of fire from her palm at the remaining two guards. They screamed as they went up as if soaked in oil.

The clash of blades right behind me made me turn and look - Neveah was fending off six or seven goatmen all at once, one arm hanging by her side, head bowed, arm and broken sword flicking from side to side as she did the impossible.

I nearly tripped, cried out, and saw Brielle stop to help Valeria to her feet. Valeria could barely stand, blood sheeting down the side of her face, but she grunted, collected herself, and moved to where Emma lay.

A scream tore through the air, louder than any thunder thus far, and I stared up to see Adriatos impaled by a dozen purple blades, each glowing with fell energy. The lich was floating toward him, thin threads extending from his fingertips to each blade and pouring ever more power into them. 

“Go,” I whispered. “Now. Now’s our chance. Go!”

Whether my companions heard or sensed my command I couldn’t say, but Brielle crouched on Emma’s far side to help Valeria lift her, and then Imogen and I staggered past them into the mage’s tent where the golden portal stood, resplendent in its grandeur.

“Take her through!” I cried, stepping aside for Imogen and Valeria. “Go!”

“You -” began Valeria, but then seeing my expression bit down on her words and staggered across the tent to plunge into the golden light.

Sweet relief. It almost knocked me over with gratitude to see Valeria, Brielle, and Emma pass into that hallowed light. 

Just then Imogen groaned and slipped down to one knee. I sought to catch her and screamed as my broken arm was jostled. I wrapped my good arm around her waist and nearly fell as she sagged.

“Imogen! Just - just a little -”

The tent was sucked up into the night sky, torn from its moorings with a snapping of a dozen cables, and the candles that burned all around the tent’s interior were immediately snuffed out. 

I gaped at the sight of the lich flying overhead, seeming to have swollen in size, to have become a giant. 

“Noah,” he whispered, and reached down with his hand to engulf me. “You are hers. Forever. Do not fight me. Come.”

There was a terrible, seductive authority to his words, something that betrayed all reason, all rationality. That made me want to give up, to stop hurting, to cease attempting the impossible and bow my head low.

Hexen magic.

I felt a surreal stupefaction settle over me, an enervation that robbed me of my will to fight. How much easier would it be to give in? To rest? To admit the inevitable?

With the last of my flagging strength, the final shred of my will, I lifted my broken arm and bit deep into the mangled flesh.

Pain.

It cleared my head even as I nearly convulsed, and in that spasm, in that final moment of lucidity, I held Imogen tight, staggered forth three steps, and plunged into the doorway just before the lich’s fist could close about us.

Fire played over me, and in its burn my pain was seared away. The light dug into the depths of my brain, blinded me, reduced me to a cinder, and then I staggered forth, emerging on the far side.

Not into the customary hallway as we’d done after the previous four trials, but into a square chamber, each wall featuring a massive, dreadful looking door. Pearlescent light filled the room without a discernable source, but my attention was immediately locked on Emma, whom Valeria was laying on the floor.

She was healed. Her body was whole. Gone were the abrasions. I couldn’t see the wound in her back, but from how she lay on the stone ground I hoped - no, knew - that it was healed as well.

Yet Emma didn’t move. 

Desperate, I reached for her, tried to sense her with that otherworldly bond I’d forged through Kether - and felt nothing.

She was dead. 

I sank to my knees before her. She looked like she was sleeping. The dirt had been washed away, the blood cleaned, her clothing mended. Gone were the bandages, even her chain. 

Emma. 

My best friend.

The woman I loved.

Dead.

I couldn’t react. Everything within me had frozen, turned to dull stone. I sensed the others gather around me. Someone laid a hand on my shoulder. Said something. I didn’t register it.

No. It wasn’t supposed to end like this. This wasn’t right. It couldn’t be.

Imogen said something in warning, her voice touched with terror, and that cut through my despair. 

Dark stains were appearing in the air around us.

“This can’t be,” said Valeria, unshouldering her ax. She was vibrant once more, exuding health and vitality, completely healed by the trial. “Even here?”

“We have to pick,” said Imogen. “Noah. Which door? We have to start the quest. Hurry!”

But I couldn’t make myself focus. Even though my wounds were gone, even though I was once more in peak physical condition, my soul had grown numb with horror.

“Noah!”

I struggled to care. Tried to focus on the three doors before us. Where had we said we’d go?

I heard the sound of wet flesh tearing and felt a blast of cold on my back. That got through to me. I leaped to my feet, turned - and saw that the lich had torn the very air apart and was peering through the gap at me, eyes burning with avarice.

“There you are,” it whispered. 

Valeria screamed and launched herself at the lich, but was buffeted aside by an invisible force. Imogen raised her hands to cast a spell but skin flowed over her mouth, sealing it shut. Neveah threw her blade like a javelin at the lich - but it passed straight through it to clang off the trial door behind.

Brielle stepped up alongside me, burning blade in hand.

“Come, Noah.” Its eyes fixed me in place. “She awaits you.”

“No,” I whispered.

“It is so much sweeter when you come of your own will. Come, Noah. Dark glory shall crown you, and you shall be favored over all others.”

Tears were running down my face. I shook my head mutely.

“Need I destroy your companions?” Its eyes swiveled from side to side as it considered my team. “Tear them limb from limb before you?”

I felt sick. Knew that it could do so. But still I shook my head.

“Ah,” is breathed. “I know precisely what to offer you. Your fallen friend. Yes. I can see how brightly you burned for her. She meant everything to you, did she not? I promise you this: come to my mistress, and she shall return your friend to life. With Kether’s power she can do this, Noah. All you need do is step forward, and Emma shall once more breathe, laugh, love. Live a full and natural life, by your side. I so swear.”

“Don’t,” said Brielle, voice shaking with intensity. “He lies.”

“I tell the truth,” said the lich, “and you know it, don’t you, Noah?”

And I did. In its eyes I saw a crude promise. To bring Emma back and give her to me if I merely agreed to bend knee to Lilith.

I looked down. Emma lay still, strands of hair over her face, skin already taking on a waxen pallor. My heart cramped with pain and loss. Why had I chosen her as a companion? Brought her into such a violent trial? How could I have expected this to turn out in any other way?

This was my fault.

All my fault.

“But you can make this right,” whispered the lich. “It is within your power now to undo the wrongs you have done. Save her, Noah. Sacrifice yourself for her. Is that not the most noble expression of love?”

It felt like someone was twisting a knife in my chest. I groaned and closed my eyes, wishing desperately that this was all a dream, that Emma and I were still back at the bus station in Ruddock, that I’d awaken any moment now to wave farewell to her as she set off on her adventure to New York.

But no.

All passion and emotion drained from me. I stared down at Emma, feeling as lifeless as she looked. 

“No,” I said. “I won’t bend knee to Lilith. Not even for her.”

The lich snarled, screamed - and disappeared. The room around us shifted, mosaics emerging on the white walls portraying heroes resplendent with their weapons raised as if in salute. Geometric patterns appeared across the marble floor, and I heard a reverberating snik as the three massive doors unlocked.

“What -?” Emma stirred, hand moving to her face. “What happened?”

“Emma?” I knelt by her side, hesitating, not daring to believe, to hope, until she opened her eyes and then I cried out her name and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Emma!”

“The final test,” said Imogen, voice hushed in awe. “We weren’t done yet. The fifth trial. You just fucking passed it.”

I pulled back, and Emma’s eyes went wide as she saw the emotion in my face. “I thought I’d lost you,” I said.

“Still here,” she said, giving me a crooked little smile, and then I leaned in and kissed her, the world stopping as I did so, everything fading away so that there was just the two of us, Emma, alive and in my arms, her lips against mine, alive, so gloriously alive.

When I finally pulled back she gazed up at me in something akin to amazement, and reached up to touch her lips. “Noah? Are we - did we -?”

“Yes,” I said, and tears brimmed in my eyes. “We’re through. We did it. We’re safe.”

A massive blast hit one of the walls from the far side, causing it to bulge outward, plaster and mosaic pieces falling free, dust sifting down from the ceiling.

I climbed to my feet, drawing Shard, and pulling Emma up after me. “This still part of the test?”

“No,” said Imogen, drawing back. “I don’t think so, no!”

Another massive crash, and blocks of shattered stone spilled into the room, nearly taking me out at the knee as I danced back. Beyond it green fire burned, a vision of Hell, and this began to steal forward into the room.

“It’s the lich!” Imogen pulled on my arm. “The real one! Hurry - pick the door!”

“Which one is it?” I backed away again as I saw a figure deep in the flames, wreathed as if immolating in the emerald heat, moving toward us. 

“Ghogiel!” screamed Imogen as the roar of the green flames grew ever louder, a wall of fire moving in to destroy us. “That one - there!”

I ran to the massive lead door that she pointed at, and grasped the iron handle. Its front was decorated with endless runes and pictograms, but I paid them no mind. Instead I hauled on the handle, and slowly the door opened, swinging out to reveal a churning sinkhole of black fire. 

“Savior,” said a hollow voice from behind me, trembling with rage and hatred. “You shall not escape me.”

I took a deep breath, prepared to leap into the portal, but then green lightning flared forth and struck the swirling black fire. Instead of blasting it apart, the lightning was absorbed into the endless swirl, so that green streaks melded with the black, polluting it and growing stronger by the moment.

“He’s destroying the portal!” Imogen tore off her glasses, braids whipping around her face. “Leap, before it’s too late!” And so saying she dove through the doorway and was gone.

Neveah flashed by me and dove as if into a pool, a flitting shadow and was gone. I shoved Emma in next, Valeria grabbing her arm and pulling her in, and then went to follow but pain flared around my ankle and I fell to my knees.

A green rope of fire had curled around my lower leg. A whip, extending back to the lich’s hand. It pulled, and I began to slide back toward him, only for Brielle to bring her flaming sword down with a cry, severing the whip, and then haul me up so that together we dove into the portal and were gone.

I felt my soul be wrenched through time and space, felt my sense of self be inverted and stretched almost to the breaking point, a single instant of insanity that ended with a rushing scream as I rolled out onto a cindered plain, bouncing and instinctually tucking my shoulder into a judo roll so that I came up on my feet, winded, Shard in hand, to stare around in complete surprise.

Vast gray skies pressed down upon the land, an endless miasma of roiling clouds that looked toxic and otherworldly. Beneath my feet were ashen blades of grass that turned to dust when I stepped on them, and which extended in undulating hills to a skeletal forest just beyond, the trunks pale as bone, the branches without leaves. A mournful wind blew a dirge as it passed, and nowhere did I see color or movement.

A scream, and then Brielle emerged from nothingness, simply dove out of the air to crash to the ground, her blade skittering from her fingers into the dead grass. I hurried to her side, took her arm to help her up, but she snatched it away angrily and pushed herself up to her knees.

“Where are we?” she demanded, pushing her hair back. “Is this Ghogiel?”

“I guess so?” I crouched beside her, examining the charred landscape once more. “Cheerful place, isn’t it?”

“And the others?” She leaned forward to take up her sword once more.

“I don’t know.” I sat back on my heels and looked around. No sign of them. So I closed my eyes and focused, trying to sense where they were.

Nothing.

I frowned and focused more intently. Pushed my awareness out as far as I could.

Still nothing.

A shiver of dread rolled through me. “I can’t feel them.”

“Some savior you are,” she said, climbing to her feet. “Losing your team already. I’m sure they’re close by. Maybe over that hill there.”

“No,” I said. “I can’t feel them. At all.”

She stood there, sword propped on her shoulder, a dash of crimson against the dull leaden sky, and frowned at me. “Did they die?”

“They can’t have,” I said. But how could I be sure? “They dove through first. Maybe - maybe they came out somewhere else.”

“Has to be far away if you can’t sense them,” said Brielle dubiously.

Frustration and fear rose up within me. “I know that, thanks.” I climbed to my feet. Turned in a slow circle. Nothing. “Perhaps the lich’s magic messed up the portal. Made it so that we were all sent to different places.”

“Better hope not,” said Brielle. “I can’t stand the thought of being stuck alone with you.”

I went to make a sarcastic retort when a lonesome howl sounded out across the waste, seeming to echo down from the dour sky and roll over the ashen hills. 

“Was that -” Brielle, paused, mastering her voice. “That sounded like a wolf.”

“Like no wolf I’ve ever heard,” I said. “Unless it’s some kind of monstrous dire wolf from hell.”

Again the howl sounded out, though this time it seemed to come from a different direction. The sound was terrifying, reaching past my civilized mind and to grasp my primal lizard brain tight. It was a howl that made me appreciate why my ancestors had always feared wolves, had cast them as the villains in countless fairy tales, had hunted them to extinction. 

It was the howl of a predator, and it made me feel nothing so much as like prey.

“Come on,” I said, hitching my pack. “We’d better get running.”
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